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Abstract of thesis presented in partial
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts in Liberal Studies
A CASE STUDY OF GEORGE PLATER TAYLOE
AND BUENA VISTA
By Jack Payden-Travers
May 1997
The nineteenth century was an era of transition for the young American nation. George
Plater Tayloe was born in 1804 and died in 1897. His life spanned an age of American
politics from Jefferson to McKinley. He grew up in the post-colonial period and matured
during the antebellum years. By the end of the Civil War he was in his sixties and lived
on through Reconstruction and the emerging capitalism of the late nineteenth century. He
grew up in a slaveholding society and was a man of his times. A member of one of the
"first families of Virginia," he fulfilled the role of civic leader, patron of institutions, and
slaveholder. His antebellum plantation home still overlooks the modem city of Roanoke.
Much has been written about his civic involvements and philanthropy. Little known and
less talked about is his role as plantation master, an owner of over 200 slaves by the Civil
War.
I have focused on his life as a slaveholder and later employer in the transition
from a slave labor based to a free labor based economy. As the owner oflarge agricultural
land holdings in both Virginia and Alabama, his life gives us the opportunity to view this
period in America's history through a limited study of his letters, papers and activities.

1
Chapter 1
Introduction

"We want the facts to fit the preconceptions. When they don't, it is easier to
ignore the facts then to change the preconceptions. " 1
This quote by Jessamyn West is the standard by which I have attempted to write
this essay. I am a New Yorker by birth and upbringing, a transplanted Yankee, one of
those 'damned Yankees' 2 who came to Virginia for a visit and decided to stay. Actually, I
was brought here by the circumstance ofmy wife's employment as a priest in the
Episcopal Church. When she first raised the idea of our moving to Richmond, I replied
"What, me, move south of the Mason-Dixon line?" It has proved to be a good move, not
only for the family, spiritually, but for myself, intellectually. I was forced by circumstance
to deal with my own Northern prejudices and preconceptions.
I originally chose to focus on George Plater Tayloe because of the fact that one of
his slave censuses was drafted in such a manner that the slaves were identified by family
rather than the more typical listing by sex and age with no regard for paternal or maternal
relationship. My initial contact with Col. Tayloe's history was the result of a field trip

'Jessamyn West, The Quaker Reader, (New York: Viking Press, 1962), 3; Elaine
Partnow, ed., The New Quotable Woman (New York: Facts On File, 1992), 335.
2I

had always assumed that the term had grown out of the Civil War. As detailed
in Joseph T. Rainer's "Popular and Folkloric Images of the Peddler in the Old South," a
paper presented at the Center for the Study of Southern Culture of the University of
Mississippi, March 1, 1995, the tern1 is in usage by at least 1821. "In Alphonso
Wetmore's play, "The Pedlar," written and performed in Saint Louis in 1821, a
Connecticut peddler, appropriately named Nutmeg, swindles the household of a Virginia
pioneer, named Old Prairie. Nutmeg manages to sell tin lanterns to Old Prairie, his
daughter Mary, his son Opossum, his niece Pecanne, and his slave-girl Sable. "A dam' d
yankee trick this," says Old Prairie, and instructs his son to overtake the absconding
peddler and bring him to justice."

2

while teaching at the Community School in Roanoke, Virginia. In 'Adventures Around
Roanoke' my class visited the Roanoke Regional Preservation Office of the Virginia
Department of Historic Resources and met with the director, John Kem. The office is
located in the 'Big House' of the old Buena Vista Plantation of George Plater Tayloe. I
was fascinated by the site as well as the history. On the advice of Dr. Kem, I chose to
focus on Mr. Tayloe as part of my study at the National Endowment for the Humanities'
1995 Teachers' Institute on "Exploring Virginia History Through Primary Sources" at the
Virginia Historical Society. The interconnectedness of people, places, and events has long
fascinated me and the story of the Tayloes can take one from colonial times to the
present.
The purpose of this essay is to explore the issues of a slave holding society
through its demographic, political, economic and social aspects, and to look at the
transition of such a society from a slave labor to a free labor economy. I have limited my
research to a case study of George Plater Tayloe, who was one of the largest slaveholders
in the Roanoke Valley. I have attempted to present Roanoke as it existed in the 19th
century and to address questions that others have looked at on national and regional
levels. What was slavery like for those who were slaves, as well as, for those who owned
them? Who were the large slaveholders in the area and what was their impact on the
society? How much of the labor force was black, pre- and post-Civil War? Do the 'elite'
survive the transition from a slave based to a free labor economy? What was the impact
of Reconstruction on the white and black populations? For some issues, answers were
discernible from information available in letters, documents, newspapers, and previous

3
,studies on Roanoke. For other issues, I have had to rely on studies of similar industries in
other areas and try to conjecture what that translated to for Roanoke. Other questions
remain unanswered, as materials and the limited scope of my study and research have yet
to uncover the sources necessary to adequately address them.
The issue of whether the Civil War was based on slavery, economics, politics, etc.
is still debated at cocktail parties and in school classrooms here in Virginia. I used to see
it as a black and white issue. I have come to realize that the answers to these historical
issues are rarely black or white, but rather, like most oflife's perplexing questions and
our present day concerns, shades of grey. As a nation we have abolished slavery, but we
have yet to fully deal with the racism which since our founding has infected our national
spirit. I hope that this study may assist me in my journey to come to terms with the issues
Charles Darwin raised when he wrote: "If the misery of the poor be caused not by laws of
nature but by our institutions, great is our sin."3

Stephen Jay Gould, Dinosaur In A Haystack. (Newport Beach, CA: Books On
Tape, 1996), Quoted at the end of"Essay Number Five."
3

4

Chapter Two
From Mount Airy to Princeton
To say that George Plater Tayloe was born with a 'silver spoon' in his mouth
would be an understatement. Even today, a visit to his ancestral home, Mount Airy,
makes one wonder about the wealth required to undertake the construction of such a
marvelous edifice. Located in Richmond County on the northern shore of the
Rappahannock River, one's first view of this edifice transports you back to the country
manor homes of the 'Motherland.'
"Unlike most Virginia houses of the period which were of brick,
mount Airy was constructed of native brown standstone(sic) quarried in
the area, and trimmed with white sandstone from Aquia Creek near
Fredericksburg. Although Georgian in style, the house resembles an
English baronial manor more than a Virginia estate, and its use of
stonework and marble is typically Southern European. It lacks the porticos,
shutters and dormer windows found on many Virginia houses of the
period, and has four enclosed central chimneys instead of the usual end
chimneys." 1
"In the area" should really read on the 6,000 acre tract ofland that William Tayloe
of London who immigrated to Virginia in 1670 acquired from Lord Culpepper in 1683.
Built over a ten year period, the present Mt. Airy was completed in 1758. American
architect Thomas T. Watennan referred to it as "perhaps the finest Palladian mansion
built in the British Colonies."2
In 1779, John Tayloe III inherited his father's estate as the only surviving male
heir of the twelve children from the union of the Hon. John Tayloe, a member of the
King's

1

Emmie Ferguson Farrar and Emilee Hines, Old Virginia Houses: The Northern
Peninsulas (New York: Hastings House, Publishers, 1972), 51.
2

Kitty Slater, "Mount Airy," The Spur of Virginia, 2:2 (November, 1966), 50.

5

Council under Lord Dunmore and of the first republican council under Governor Patrick
Henry,3 and Rebecca Plater, daughter of Gov. Plater of Maryland.
George Plater Tayloe was born at Mount Airy in 1804. His father, John Tayloe III,
had married Anne Ogle, a daughter of Governor Ogle of Maryland in 1792. At the time,
John Tayloe is reported to have had an annual income of $60,000.00 to $75,000.00.
During his lifetime he served nine years in the Virginia Legislature as Delegate and
Senator. Upon the advice of General George Washington, he had declined an
appointment in 1799 by President Adams as Major in the Regiment of Light Dragoons,
U. S. A. in fear of his seat in the State Senate being filled by an opponent of the
Administration. John Tayloe III was a strong Federalist and that coupled with his
aristocratic background may have·been the cause of his losing an election to the U. S.
Congress in the same year4.
Col. Tayloe was seen as a classical republican as opposed to a commercial
republican,. It was the era of the rising middle class which was beginning to challenge the
power of the landed gentry. Ironically, Tayloe was just as commercial and capitalist as he
was classical and aristocratic. Under his tutelage the wealth of the Tayloe family was

3See

the article, 'Mount Airy' by Elisabeth W. P. Lomax in Sunlight Magazine,
1:4 (September, 1896), 5-11.
4See

Winslow Marston Watson, compiler, In Memoriam Benjamin Ogle Tayloe
(Washington: Library of Congress & Philadelphia: Sherman & Co., printers, 1872),
section: Ancestry, 342-364, in the collection of the Virginia Historical Society (hereafter
VHS).

6

greatly increased. 5 Following his Congressional defeat, John Tayloe retired from electoral
politics but not from political affairs. He had originally planned to build a home in
Philadelphia, the then cultural capitol of the nation, but once again, on the advice of his
close friend, Washington, agreed to construct his urban edifice in the new city of
Washington. In 1799 construction was commenced on the Octagon House. Upon it's
completion in 1802, it replaced their Annapolis town house as the winter residence of the
Tayloe Family.
" ... When the Octagon was built, the new capital was undergoing severe
trials in the efforts begun by President Washington and carried on by the
District Commissioners to attract residents and to win acceptance for the
district as the national seat of government. Tayloe's decision to-construct
not just a part-time dwelling but a fine town house a short distance west of
the still unfinished President's House - in an area then largely farmlands
and woods - amounted to a heartening expression of confidence that the
new community would jndeed become a city." 6
Although today, it is hemmed in by tall buildings, one needs to note that when
erected, the Tayloe's town house commanded an unobstructed view of the Potomac
River. It was built to impress. No expense was spared in its construction and interior
design as is emphasized in the tours conducted by the docents of the American Institute of
Architects Foundation which now maintains the edifice. It was here that George Plater
Tayloe was raised for a period of time each year. Of the fifteen children resulting from the

5

See Caroll Smith-Rosenberg, 'Domesticating "virtue,"' in Elaine Scarry's
Literature and the Body: Essays on Populations and Persons (Baltimore: The John
Hopkins University Press, 1986) 160-184; see also Gordon S. Wood's 'Introduction' to
The Rising Glm:y of America 1760-1820 (New York: George Braziller, Inc., 1971).
6

George McCue, OCTAGON: Being an Account of a Famous Washington
Residence: Its Great Years, Decline & Restoration (Washington, DC: American Institute
of Architects Foundation, 1976), vii.

7
union of John & Anne Tayloe, twelve were born in their urban dwellings, five in
Ammpolis prior to 1802 when the Octagon was completed, and seven at the District home
itself. Only three were birthed at Mount Airy, William Henry in January, 1799, Catherine
Carter in April, 1801, and George Plater on October 15, 1804. From the listing of the
offspring in the Appendix to THE OCTAGON by George McCue, it would appear that
Mrs. Tayloe preferred to deliver her children in an urban environment where medical
assistance would be more readily available. The season of the year does not appear to be
the determining factor for the location of the birthing.
George Plater Tayloe was born into one of the largest slave holding families in the
United States. Britain's minister to the United States in the early 1800s, Sir Augustus
Foster, noted in his manuscript, Jeffersonian America:
Mr. Tayloe had about 1,000 Negroes on all his estates of which he had
some even in Kentucky and his lands being so scattered he had an overseer
to each large farm ... The wages of his white men cost him nearly Ll,000
per annum in Virginia currency. The men and women appeared to take
equal shares of work, but he treats them with great indulgence, and they
seemed to like him ... 7

The Tayloes of Mount Airy kept a yearly census of their slaves which listed each
adult male and female, and child. It included their name, occupation and economic worth.
Richard Dunn's study, 'A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave Life at Mesopotamia in Jamaica
and Mount Airy in Virginia, 1799 to 1828,' gives one a glimpse into what slave life
would have been like during these years. The study covers the entire period of the
formative years of George Plater Tayloe and ends in the year of his relocation to
7

Ibid., 23.

8

Cloverdale, Virginia in what was then Botetourt County. 8
Mount Airy was known as the Old House and was one of nine units comprising
the Mount Airy Department or Rappahannock Farms. By the 1800s com and wheat had
replaced tobacco as the principle crop on the over 8,000 acres spread over Richmond,
Essex, and King George Counties. In 1809, 384 slaves were recorded in the Mount Airy
Department. Dunn estimates approximately 40 whites including children lived on the
estate. This ratio of 10 slaves to one white is fairly consistent over the thirty year time
period. 106 of the slaves lived on the Old House unit and were listed as domestic servants
or craft workers. No farming was carried on at Mount Airy proper. Given the formal
gardens, terraced lawns, the orangery, the stables and race track, etc., as well as the
twenty-five room mansion, there would be no lack of chores for the slaves to maintain
such a large family and their ever-present guests. It should be noted that the Tayloe slave
registers generally identify only the maternal lineage of children. By the 1800s Tayloe's
slave holdings appear to have been maintained and increased by the natural birth rate
rather than purchase. Only three slaves are recorded as 'purchased' between 1809 and
1828. Thirty-four were 'moved in.' It is apparent that John Tayloe and later his son
William, would switch slaves from one unit to another. And it should be noted that the
family had holding as far west as Kentucky. Between 1811-1814, the Cloverdale
Ironworks which George Plater Tayloe was later to inherit received thirty-nine slaves
8

The following paragraphs are a synopsis of some of the details about Mount Airy
related by Dunn. For more detailed information and to note the contrast and similarity of
plantations in Jamaica and Virginia, see the article 'A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave Life
at Mesopotamia in Jamaica and Mount Airy in Virginia, 1799 to 1828,' by Richard S.
Dunn in The William and Mary Quarterly. XXXIV:l, (January, 1977), 32-65.

9

from the Rappahannock Farms. Some 121 slaves are listed as 'sold' or 'moved out.' From
the records, it is impossible to know exactly how many of the Mount Airy slaves were
sold during this period. Dunn estimates the figure at 52. And states that of those sold or
transferred "25% were children under 10, 55% were in their 'teens or 20s, and only 20%
were over 30."9 Mount Airy was a working plantation and as such transfers were dictated
by labor needs. Thus the majority of slave sales involved female progeny rather than
males who were needed in the fields, the ironworks and the shipbuilding enterprises.
Enough females stayed at Mount Airy to perform domestic tasks and to
assure a healthy rate of natural increase. The rest were sold... There is no
evidence whatsoever that the Tayloes practiced slave breeding in the sense
that they mated Negroes forcibly, frequently, or promiscuously in order to
sell the progeny. But plainly the Tayloes did prefer male to female
workers, and they maintained an artificially unbalanced sex ratio in their
Mount Airy slave gang ... there is no direct evidence of miscegenation at
Mount Airy. But the evidence of disrupted family life is abundant. 10

Although children frequently lived with their mothers until they became old enough to be
considered 'full' workers, there are instances of young children being sent to other units
as domestics and an 1835 record indicates that of family units where both parents were
still living only one in four sets of fathers and mothers were cohabitating. It was not
uncommon for them to reside at different units of the estate. Kitty was a ten-year-old
when she was sent from Mount Airy where her mother was listed in the slave register as a
'spinner' to live at the Octagon and work as a 'domestic.' It would appear that the
Tayloes kept a staff of at least a dozen domestics at their town house. Dunn concludes his

9

Dunn, fn14, 42.

10

Ibid., 46-49.

10
study by saying tbat:
John Tayloe UL.emerges from his letter books and account books
as a thoroughly benevolent and well-intentioned master ... And yet this
paternalistic planter manipulated and exploited his slaves to a high
degree ... his slave regimen was, it seems to me, designed to thwart black
achievement and to defuse black resistance. 11
One of the things that Orlando Ridout V emphasizes in Building tbe Octagon is
that John Tayloe's decision to build in the District was part of his strategy of the
diversification of his economic investments. "The construction ofa grand town house in
the federal city was calculated to serve as a platform from which Tayloe could undertake
new urban business ventures." 12 His sons would emulate their father's civility and
business sense, as well as his slaveholding philosophy. They were the sons of a rich
planter who had been educated in England following the American Revolution. As
children of plantation gentry, they were educated at home by Harvard graduates hired as
tutors and when old enough (in the case of William Henry that was age seven), the males
were sent North for their formal education. Records indicate the three oldest sons
attended Exeter Academy before college. George Plater's godfather was Samuel Ripley,
who served the family as tutor from 1804 to 1807 before entering the ministry. 13 The
earliest school records ofG. P. Tayloe indicate that in 1822 he had joined the Whig
Society, a literary association and debating club, of the College of New Jersey (now

11

Ibid., 64-65.

12

Orlando Ridout V, Building the Octagon, (Washington, DC: The American
Institute of Architects Press, 1989), 97.
13

Ibid., 105-106 and James B. Thayer, ed., Reverend Samuel Ripley. (Cambridge,
MA: University Press, 1987).

11

known as Princeton University) from where he received his AB. degree in 1825.
This northern institution had long been a favorite with the southern people,
and especially those ofVirginia...Many of the leading Southern States
scholars and politicians of the past century and early part of the present
were educated at Princeton... For these reasons it was selected rather than
"William and Mary" in Virginia, which was in a declining state, probably
owing to the unhealthy climate ofWilliamsburg... The course of study in
the University of New Jersey is comprehensive, embracing Hebrew,
Greek, Latin, and the modem languages, mathematics, natural and moral
philosophy, ethics, etc. 14
A list extant in a notebook in the possession of the Roanoke Valley Historical
Society would suggest that he studied "Burke's speeches, Byron, Hume's History of
England, Forsythe's Italy, Law: Cruise's Digest, Bacon's abridgement, Powel on
Contracts, equity, Maddock's Chancery, Chitty's pleadings, etc." 15 during his time there.
Based on the.customs of the era, it seems likely that he was accompanied by one of the
family slaves who served as his manservant. "In the old days, when girls came to Hollins,
they brought their body slaves with them." 16 Princeton in the antebellum years had slave
quarters in the basements of some of its residences.
As the fifth son, and the ninth child out of fifteen, George was sent to oversee the

14

John Lewis Peyton, Memoir of William Madison Peyton, of Roanoke, Together
With Some Of His Speeches In The House Of Delegates Of Virginia, And His Letters In
Reference To Secession And The Threatened Civil War In The United States, Etc., Etc.
(London: John Wilson, Publisher, 1873), 16-17.
15

Roanoke Valley History Museum (hereafter RVHM), The George Plater Tayloe
Notebook: Princeton Records and later, 964.74.2.
16

William Golding, "The Glass Door," The Spectator, No.6961 (Nov. 24, 1961),
732-733, as quoted by Julie Beth Thompson, "The Origin and Development of the
Hollins Community: An Economic Perspective," Senior Thesis (May, 1992), Hollins
College, 1.

12

Ironworks at Cloverdale following his graduation. Documents, such as a bill of sale to
Col. John Tayloe for "one Negro man named Bill about 25 years of age and perfectly
sound" which was witnessed by George on the 2nd day ofMarch, 1827, attest to the son's
involvement in his father's business affairs. 17 Upon John Tayloe Ill's death in 1828, he
inherited the Cloverdale property. Thus becoming one of the largest slaveholders in
Southwest Virginia.

17

Bill of Sale by John Suth to Col. Tayloe, 2 March 1827, MSS 1 T2118 D318320 Tayloe Sec.39; Tayloe Papers, Virginia Historical Society, Richmond, Virginia
(hereafter VHS).
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Chapter 3
The Antebellum Years
This chapter takes us from the myth to the reality of what plantation life was like.
It describes the history of George Plater Tayloe as seen through personal letters of the
period, reminiscences of plantation life in Roanoke, Virginia, as well as on the Canebrake
in Alabama, and histories of early Botetourt and Roanoke counties.
When one hears the words 'the Virginia Colony,' the picture book image that
comes to mind is of a large antebellum plantation, the white master standing on the porch,
the white overseer on horseback, black slaves working the fields, etc. In fact historians
would dispute that image for the South as a whole.
Large slaveholding estates of legend and lore, in fact, were atypical for the
South as a whole in 1860. A few more than2,000 slaveholders in 1860
owned more that 100 slaves among a slaveholding population of more
than 380,000 people. These largest estates, moreover, were concentrated in
the rice producing districts of South Carolina, the sugar cane country of
Louisiana, and the black belt cotton kingdom of the lower South. In
Virginia in 1860 one hundred and fourteen masters of 52,128 slaveholders
owned more than one hundred slaves. Slaveholding in the Old Dominion
was more diffuse; there were more slaveholders but fewer large
plantations. Contrary to legend, Kenneth Stampp observed of the South,
nearly three-fourths of the population neither owned slaves nor were
connected with slavery through family ties: "The 'typical' Southerner was
not only a small farmer but also a nonslaveholder." In Virginia about one
in four white families owned slaves. 1
Life west of the Blue Ridge was not at all like the Tidewater region from which

1

Roy Talbert, Jr., Gary Lee Cardwell, and Andrew L. Baskin, "Studies in the Local
'>History of Slavery: Essays Prepared for The Booker T. Washington National Monument"
(Ferrum, VA: Ferrum College, 1978), 2. For this passage Gary Lee Cardwell relied on
William Scarborough, The Overseer: Plantation Management in the Old South (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1966), 11, and Kenneth Stampp, The Peculiar
Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961 ), 30.

14
this fantasy image possibly emanates. It is hard for those ofus living here today to fully
appreciate what life was like for the settlers who early came to the Roanoke Valley.
Settlement did not really begin here by white colonists until about 17302 and most of the
institutions and places that we associate with Roanoke come into being in the antebellum
period or later.
Botetourt County was established on January 31, 1770 and one of the first
criminal cases to be heard in the court was "a charge of rape of a white woman by a negro
slave."3 The verdict was not guilty. It is interesting to note that one of the gentlemen
appointed to hear that case was Robert Breckenridge who was himself a holder of eleven
slaves according to his inventory of March 14, 1775.4 In his history of early Botetourt
County, Stoner lists slaves as the second most available category oflabor after the family
unit. These were followed by indentured servants, apprentices, and free labor
respectively.
However, not all the settlers were of a like mind on the issue of slavery. Early on
the population of this region included immigrants from Pennsylvania who had left their
homes and property rather than swear an oath of allegiance to the state. These members of
the Church of the Brethren, 'Dunkards,' were to settle up and down the Shenandoah

2For

information on the early history of this region see F. B. Kegley, Kegley's
Virginia Frontier (Roanoke, VA: Southwest Virginia Historical Society, 1938) and
Robert Douthat Stoner, A Seed-Bed of The Republic: Early Botetourt (Roanoke, VA:
Roanoke Historical Society, 1962).
3

lbid., 28.
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Valley: "Quite a colony of Brethren located at New Amsterdam, now Daleville, Botetourt
County, in 1780."5 Samuel Harshbarger was one of the Brethren from Pennsylvania and
the stone and brick home he built on Carvins Creek, is still standing near the intersection
of Hollins and Hershberger (sic) Roads. He settled here in 1792, operated a successful
mill and raised his family according to his religious and ethnic beliefs. But in the 1830s,
Samuel's son and later Samuel himself, motivated once again by their strong religious
beliefs, emigrated to Indiana.
Dunkards held slavery to be sinful, so much so that Jacob finally
sold his profitable enterprises in 1832 and moved west to escape it. Not
only did he bitterly oppose the practice of slavery, it was said he realized
his children would never be able to compete with slave labor; they must be
slave owners, said he, or else "poor white trash." Jacob took his family to
Indiana. Five years later, the two Samuels, his father and brother,
followed. 6
Not all those coming into the area would have agreed with the religious beliefs of the
Harshbargers although they may well have agreed with Jacob's economic forecast.
Ironically, at the same time as the Dunkards' coming, slaveholders were moving into the
area from eastern Virginia and other areas. Kegley notes an entry in Deed Book 4, p.220:
A list of slaves removed from the State of Pennsylvania to the State of
Virginia, by Henry Kitchen in May, 1790, viz:
Jack
Peter
Moses
Florence
Rachel
Poll
Nell
I, Henry Kitchen do swear that my removal into the State of Virginia was with no
intent of evading the laws for preventing the further importation of slaves, nor
have I brought with me any slaves with an intention of selling them, nor have any

5

Ibid., 382 as quoted from D. H. Zigler, A History of the Brethren in Virginia
·· (Elgin, IL: Brethren Publishing House, 1917).
; ,

6

Clare White, Roanoke 1740-1982 (Roanoke, VA: Roanoke Valley Historical
Society, 1982), 28.
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of the slaves which I have brought with me been imported from Africa or any of
the West India islands since the !st day ofNovember, 1778 - so help me God.
Henry Kitchen.7

In 1790 Virginia was the most populated state in the new nation with 747,610
people of whom 292,627 were recorded as 'Slaves' while 12,866 were listed under 'All
other free persons.' Pennsylvania was a distant second with a total of 434,373. Botetourt
County figures are recorded as:
Free white males of 16 years and upward
Free white males under 16 years
Free white females
All other free persons
Slaves
Total

2,247
2,562
4,432
24
1,259
10,524. 8

As a result of those figures one could estimate that based on an average of six persons per
household, that the total white population represents approximately 1,500 families in
Botetourt9 by 1790. Of those families, it is most likely that only around 300 owned slaves.

7

Kegley, op. cit., 49-50.

8

First Census of the United States 1790: Records of the State Enumerations: 1782
to 1785 Virginia (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., Inc., 1976), 8-9.
Unfortunately, the records of the Census for Virginia and a number of other states were
destroyed when the British burned the Capitol at Washington during the War of 1812.
Although many of the records were reconstructed from tax records and other documents,
we no longer have records which list the 'Name of Head of Family,' the number of
whites, the number of blacks, 'White souls,' 'Dwellings,' & 'Other buildings' for 41
counties, of which Botetourt is one.
9

Note that Botetourt County in 1790 includes parts of present day Alleghany,
Bath, and Craig Counties, as well as, all of present day Botetourt and Roanoke Counties.
See Michael F. Doran, Atlas of County Boundary Changes in Virginia 1634-1895
(Athens, GA: Iberian Publishing Co., 1987), 31. The figure of 'six persons per household'
is derived from the number of households divided into the total number of free persons.
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By the end of the eighteenth century, tobacco was being replaced by other crops in the
tidewater region of Virginia and families like the Tayloes were diversifying their
holdings.
As early as 1745, Kegley notes that "The Wood's River Grant was issued ... to John
Tayloe, Jr (II) ... " 10 among others. In the year 1749 surveys for John Tayloe, Jr. are made
for 720 acres Forks of Shallow Creek, 1946 acres on Shallow Creek, "Sapling Grove,"
1150 acres on Middle Fork of Indian River, 1000 acres on Shallow Creek, "Timber
Grove" which would appear to lie within the present county(ies) of Washington and/or
Smyth. 11
The development of the Cloverdale Furnace was begun by Robert Harvey in 1787.
At the time Harvey's personal property for tax purposes included "2 white tithables 12 , 6
slaves above 16, and 12 horses." 13 But Harvey was an absentee landlord living some

. .12 1.
Keg Iey, op. cit.,

io
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Ibid., 124; the original Wood's River Grant was situated on three rivers which
flow into the Mississippi River: the Wood's River (New River), the Indian River
(Holston or Holstein River), and the Clinch River; see Mary B. Kegley & F. B. Kegley,
Early Adventurers on Western Waters (Orange, VA: Green Publishers, Inc., 1980), I, 8-9;
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Genealogical Publishing Co., Inc., 1970) I:2, 1283 & 1338; James Hagemann, The
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Donning Company Publishers, 1986), 120 & 175.
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over sixteen.
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Jeffrey C. Turner, "Cloverdale Furnace: A Century oflron Manufacture in
Botetourt County Virginia, 1789-1889," (M.A. Thesis, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University, May, 1984), 20.
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twelve miles north. He is recorded in Kegley' s Virginia Frontier as having "conducted a
store, two grist mills and engaged in farming." 14 In addition to Cloverdale Furnace,
Turner indicates he owned other ironworks including the Martha Furnace 15 , and the
Catawba Furnace. It is unclear whether these other iron interests preceded or antedated
Cloverdale. Stoner cites Harvey as the first ironmonger in Botetourt. In any case, his
slaveholdings at this time appear too minimal for the operation of a Furnace and he
entered into partnerships over the years with a Jacob Coffman, James Breckenridge
whose widowed mother "possessed no white tithables, 7 slaves above the age of 16, 10
slaves below the age of 16, 10 horses, and 30 head of cattle," 16 and Samuel Adams, a
merchant of Richmond, with investments in the area. In 1801, Adams paid taxes in
Botetourt on "25 blacks, 6 horses, and one carriage with four wheels." 17 Up until this time
the Cloverdale Furnace had been-developed to serve a local market. Turner speculates
that in 1806-07, when Peter Randolph Beverly and his brother, Carter Beverly, bought out

14

Kegley, op. cit., 322.

15

An anonymous manuscript entitled 'The Tayloes' in the Archives at Hollins
College states: "The Cloverdale Furnace was named Martha," apparently after Harvey's
wife, Martha Borden Harvey, who in her first marriage was Martha Borden Hawkins.
There has been some question raised as to whether Cloverdale and Martha were one and
the same furnace. P.H. Trout, "Local Old Furnaces and Forges" (unpublished
manuscript, Oct. 1951), 7 & 16, in the collection of the Virginia Room of the Roanoke
City Public Library also lists Cloverdale and Martha as one furnace. The fact that an
auction notice appeared in the Fincastle Patriot of December 2, 1831 announcing the sale
of items from the estate of Robert Harvey to be held at the Martha Furnace may indicate
that Harvey continued to have some financial interests in the Tayloe's operation of the
Cloverdale Furnace.
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Turner, op. cit., 20.
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Adams' interest in Cloverdale they may have done it with a goal of enlarging the potential
market. In 1809 Carter Beverley's personal property tax records for Cloverdale Furnace
list 20 blacks over the age of 16 and 2 over the age of 12. 18 They were descendants of the
wealthy Tidewater family of Robert 'King' Carter. He had owned the land on which in
1738 John Tayloe I established the iron holdings known as the Neabsco Iron Works near
the Potomac River. 19 Caiier Beverly also had "930 acres on the Catawba Creek, a branch
of the James River which included the Brunswick Forge and Slitting Mill."20 He was a
large slaveholder and although it was financially a good time to own iron interests, he
apparently over speculated. Perhaps, when he paid Peter Randolph Beverly L5,000 for his
share of Cloverdale.
John Tayloe III purchased the Cloverdale tract from Carter Beverly on May 23,
1810. As previously noted he transferred 39 slaves from his Rappahaimock estate to
Cloverdale, two more than Beverly had used to run the operation. It needs to be
remembered that the 'trai1sfer' involved a distance of some 180+ miles and meant that the
slaves were to be walked to Botetourt in the company of a foreman. A December 15,
1810 entry in the Cloverdale General Accounts ledger records such a transfer: "Fogg for
going out with negroes" was paid L52.3.10. 21 At this time the only other options would

18

Ibid., 38.
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Florence Tyler Carlton, compiler, A Genealogy of the Known Descendants of
Robert Catier of Corotoman (Irvington, VA: Foundation for Historic Christ Church, Inc.,
.1982), 415 & 419.
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e and wagon. Neither of
have been by a combination ofbateau and stagecoach or by hors
, h re is no record that the
which is likely given the expense involved and the culture. ' '[ e
•tion with the stage coach
bateaux offered any sort ofregular passenger service in comPetI
service via the James
routes between Lynchburg and Richmond."22 Regular passenger
until the completion of
River would not be available between Richmond and Lynchburg
1g40. In his essay, "The
the first section of the James River and Kanawha Canal in late
Lewis Miller illustration
World of Plantation Slaves," Charles Joyner comments on the
"Slave trader, Sold to Tennessee" (Watercolor, 1853):
.
Jave traders and
"Historians estimate that during the antebellum period s south's slave
owners "sold south" as much as 10 percent of the lJpper nd sugar
population to supply labor for the Deep South's cot~on ~_AJ11ericans,
plantations. Dealers transported large groups of AfricaU r caravans of
including small children and infants, on foot in coffleS,; group marching
slaves chained together. Lewis Miller observed one sue
from Staunton, Virginia, to Tennessee in 1853."23
included in the purchase
It is unclear to this writer whether Beverly's slaves were
Javes left by Beverly, but
5
for Turner states that "Not only did he replenish the supply of
whites: a P. Gordon as
he expanded the industry."24 In addition Tayloe employed three
Thomas Evans as
.
a
clerk of both furnace and fann, a Sam English as overseer, aJ1d
un the Cloverdale site.
manager. The 1810 census shows that 153 slaves were used tor
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The slaves were walked from the Tidewater plantations and other iron works to
Botetourt25 and obviously, additional slaves were purchased. Eventually he would also
purchase the Brunswick Forge and Slitting Mill and the Martha Furnace. Thus in this area
he could produce not only pig iron from the furnaces, but also bar iron at the Brunswick
site.
Cloverdale was what is known as a cold blast furnace and like other furnaces still
standing in the area probably stood about 30 to 32 feet high. Its operation was based on
slave labor and nearby supplies of natural resources: timber for the making of charcoal,
iron, lime and water. "A labor intensive industry, iron manufacturing required the
services of fonders, colliers, miners, teamsters, wood choppers, and general furnace
hands."26 Based on his study of the Cloverdale General Account Books, and based on
comparisons with Charles Dew's studies of the Oxford Ironworks which was located
some sixty miles east in Campbell County and with Dunn's study of Mount Airy
previously cited, Turner finds John Tayloe not to be a cruel slave master.
The basic demographic aspects of slave life at Cloverdale were fair to
good. Colonel Tayloe certainly was good to the slaves with whom he had
immediate contact, and there is no reason to believe that those slaves in
distant Botetourt did not get the same respect. The Tayloe Account Book
indicates that there was only one runaway attempt. Had the conditions
27
been worse, the number, no doubt, would have been higher.
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(Lexington, VA: a manuscript produced under a Mary Moody Northern Fellowship
sponsored by Washington and Lee University and Historic Lexington Foundation, 1983),
33.
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In referring to life at an iron works, this was an understatement. In a footnote, Dew cites
Mullin's Flight and Rebellion: "more slaves ran off from iron foundries than from any
other nonagricultural industry" in the 18th-century.28 John Tayloe continued to enlarged
his holdings at Cloverdale over the years. Probably to secure the raw materials needed at
the furnace. In 1817 Thomas Madison sold him 1132 acres of land on Tinker Creek.
Cloverdale was a large operation by the time Tayloe died in 1828.
In 1824 he had "devised to all his sons in joint tenancy the Brunswick and
Cloverdale Estates."29 This was the year, his first born son, John Tayloe IV, died of
"wounds received in the War of 1812, as a midshipman on the Constitution in its historic
battle with the British frigate Guerriere."30 By 1828, Tayloe had rewritte~ his will so that
each son was granted a separate estate. The Cloverdale property consisting of some 3,000
acres was left to his, fifth son, George Plater Tayloe with the proviso that if necessary to
cover debts "all the iron which I may have for sale at my Cloverdale Iron works, or
elsewhere, or which may be in blast at the time of my death" should be liquidated.
"In regard to the Forge property commonly called the Brunswick Forge,
with the stock, slaves, utensils, tools, implements, etc., belonging to it, it is
my will that my said son George may have the election to take all that
property at a fair valuation, which valuation I wish should be made by
Benjamin Boughton, or some other impartial, competent person and my
said son in case he shall elect to take that property must account for the
value as a part of the fund for the payment of debts and legacies should I

Charles B. Dew, "David Ross and the Oxford Iron Works: A Study ofindustrial
Slavery in the Early Nineteenth-Century South," The William and Mary Quarterly. Third
Series, Vol. XXXI, No.2 (April, 1974), fn34, 200.
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not before my death have disposed of the tract ofland called 'Nortsingers
(illegible)', I wish my said son George to take that also at a fair valuation
for the payment of debts and legacies. And whereas by other clauses in the
said will the Testator did devise that Neabsco, Deep Hole and the Farm
together with all the stocks, slaves, utensils, tools, implements, furniture,
and plate commonly used with the said farms or plantations should fall
into the residuary estate, and constitute a part of the fund for the payment
of debts and legacies."31
As was typical of many of the wills of slaveholders of the South, those slaves who
had the misfortune to be part of the 'property' of the residuary estate were to be sold. In
fact most wills stipulated the sale of Negroes who were not specifically deeded to
individual inheritors. As many slave marriages involved individuals not residing on the
same plantation, this was an additional factor in the disruption of the slave family. Slave
narratives are filled with stories of separated families due to the death of the owner. "John
III stated in his will that he disliked separating slave families, and the inventories (of the
Mount Airy Department) show that he generally did sell mothers with their young
children. But not always." 32
George did exercise his option to buy the Brunswick property and a price of
$20,000 was recorded. 33 It would appear that his decision to purchase was part of a plan
diversify the business and to finally expand it beyond a Virginia market. As a result of
vast holdings, John Tayloe had been able to shift any unsold iron surplus to his
}Neabsco Iron Works and resell or rework it. Given the division of the Tayloe Estate, this

31
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safety net would no longer necessarily be available to his son, George. Turner indicates
that under both the father and the son: "Cloverdale iron did supply plantations along the
James River, between the Blue Ridge and Richmond."34 Correspondence exists indicating
George's desire to capture a share of the indigenous iron markets as far north as New
York. At the time iron from the Catawba Furnace was considered so desirable that it
could demand $6 more per ton than the going rate. Botetourt iron was apparently in
demand "because of its excellent strength and durability when used for cannon."

35

This

would later prove to be the deciding factor in Cloverdale's resurgence around the time of
the Civil War. Given the national policy on protective tariffs, the late 1820s was a good
time to be in the iron business.
George Tayloe had 136 slaves at Cloverdale, 89 males and 47 females. The census
records for 1830 show that of the four white males residing there one, one was an alien.
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Records indicate he sold iron to the Treadegar Iron Works in Richmond. It is from this
association of the name of Tayloe with Cloverdale iron and Treadegar that the myth
emerges that it was George Plater Tayloe's iron which was used on the Merrimack. It is
ironic that G. P. Tayloe like his father was to lose a son as the result of a famous naval
battle.
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It is likely that while George was in the iron business, he continued his father's
modus operandi as regards the slaves. That would include: an unequal distribution of
males and females ie: more males than females, the keeping of enough females to work as
domestics and to assure a healthy rate of natural increase, the sale or transfer of excess
slaves, the designation of working hands as those strong enough to do either a full or half
share of labor, the designation of a specific occupation for each slave, a six day work
week, nine days of vacation, and the stretching of seasonal employment into year-round
employment by letting the slaves work at a leisurely pace when possible. 37
The division oflabor at Cloverdale was based on ability. Heavy jobs were
usually left to the men, while the women were responsible for chores.
Children were not usually employed until after the age of fourteen ... By late
December, the slaves were shifted to maintaining the furnace equipment.
Usually, during the winter months, the furnace closed down to avoid the
possibility of a frozen waterwheel and solidified iron in the stack. During
this off season, carpenters and jointers repaired old equipment, while also
making new tools for the next year. While colliers made their baskets and
coalling instruments, common laborers probably were diverted from
furnace to farm chores. Although Colonel Tayloe did not demand
exclusive work of his slaves at any one time, the work was unremitting. 38
One of the themes that appears repeatedly in studies oflabor is the balance of
production goals with worker incentives and this was no less true in a slave labor system.
Even when slaves were willing or could be made to work at the task
assigned them, however, it took more than force to make them work well.
Positive incentives were also needed, and the most critical and difficult
day-to-day managerial problem that faced Ross, and indeed all employers
of slave labor in the Old South, was to find a balance between coercion
and reward that would maximize the work of the slave force and minimize
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the cost to the employer. 39

· he basic necessities of food, clothing, and shelter were supplemented with the right to
]ant their own gardens and then sell the produce privately, in some cases back to the
aster, permission to raise their own hogs, chickens, etc., vacation time post Christmas,
pecial holidays off, gifts, special items of clothing designating one's position as say a
teamster or a house servant, etc .. Throughout the Southern Iron Works it was accepted
practice that slave workers be rewarded with incentives for overtime work, such as on a
;Sunday, to meet a market deadline,. Many iron masters, such as David Ross at Oxford
fand William Weaver at Buffalo Forge in Rockbridge County, actually insdtuted an
/overwork system whereby slaves earned what would have had to be paid a free laborer for
5

similar work. 40 Apparently the Cloverdale account books which are fragmentary do not

.record payments of this type, leac\ing Turner to note: "It is unlikely that Colonel Tayloe
''followed Ross's example."41 However some type of incentive system must have been
'operative, probably one based on privileges and/or material rewards.
George Plater Tayloe actually ran the Cloverdale Furnace for a relatively short
period of time, 1828 thru the early 1830s. These were good years for the American iron
producer, followed by a decline due in part to a relaxation of formerly high protective
tariffs and a return to a reliance on imports, especially English steel for the construction

39
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of America's developing railroads. By the time the bottom fell out of the American iron
market in the mid-1830s, Tayloe had shifted his emphasis at Cloverdale to agriculture, as
noted by the building of a new barn in 1834, the profitable sale of the Brunswick Forge to
Botetourt native Thomas Shanks around 1835, a devaluation of the Cloverdale property
taxes due to the "dicay (sic) of furnace" and an increasing involvement in his father-inlaw's property known as 'Roanoke' and 'The Bottoms.' The shift to farming did not hurt
him financially for there was money to be made in agricultural products and he possessed
both the land and the slave labor force necessary for plantation agriculture.
In his twenty-sixth year, George Plater Tayloe married Mary Elizabeth Langhorne
who was listed as 'under age' and married with the permission of William Langhorne, her
father. 42 The bondsman was Edward Watts, the minister Nicholas Hammer Cobbs, later to
be named the first Episcopal bishop of Alabama. They were wed in the Protestant
Episcopal communion which in 1830 had no church building in Botetourt County. 43 It is
from this time that his association with William Langhorne and his involvement in
.· Langhorne's financial affairs begins. This is also the first recorded entry found for
Tayloe's association with the Episcopal Church in the Blue Ridge area. He, of course,

> was raised in the Protestant Episcopal Church which was home to so many of Virginia's
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Johu Vogt, Botetourt County Marriages: 1770-1853 (Athens, GA: Iberian
Publishing Co., 1987), 290. n.b. The entry for this marriage is listed under the name
!Taylor instead of Tayloe and is a common misspelling which also occurs in several of the
·· Census Reports. The irony is that the original spelling of the family name in England was
'Taylor.' The name change occurred on this side of the Atlantic in the colonial period.
fSee p. vii for a definition of the term 'Marriage Bond.'
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landed aristocracy. The family had attended Lunenburgh Church in Wausau, Richmond
County just a few miles from Mount Airy and in 1816 in Washington City, John Tayloe
III helped build St. John's Church on Lafayette Square cross from the White House.
Three of George and Mary Tayloe's four sons would eventually be sent to Alexandria to
attend Episcopal High School, established there in 1839.44
Like her husband, Mary Elizabeth Langhorne was a fifth generation Virginian.
JHer great, great, great grandfather, Lt. John Langhorne had immigrated to America from
·•·wales in 1675. Her mother was Catherine Calloway, the daughter of Col. James
\Calloway of Bedford County. 45 William C. Langhorne also of Bedford, purchased the
. property known as "The Bottoms" from George Hancock, Jr. in June, 1823 for $8,300. It
had originally been the plantation home of David Bryan, an early settler who died in
1766. It had since belonged to, among others, John Madison, his son, Thomas Madison,
J;,d Samuel G. Adams, all of whom had also had connections to the Cloverdale Furnace

Like the Tayloe's, the Langhornes were slaveholders. The 4th Census of the
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United States for 1820 lists William Langhorn (sic) as residing in the 'Northern District
!of Bedford County.' He is the head of a household of two 'Free White Males' under the
· age often, one 'Free White Male' between the ages of26 & 45 (himself), three 'Free
White Females' under the age often (Mary Elizabeth being one of them), one 'Free
White Female of26 under 45' (his wife, Catherine), and one 'Free white Female of 45 &
,µpwards' most likely, the mother of either Catherine or William. Ten is listed as the
Number of persons engaged in Agriculture. 'He has 53 slaves: fourteen 'Males Under
.ourteen,' two 'Males of Fourteen & Under Twenty six,' three 'Males of Twenty six &
Under Forty five,' four 'Males of Forty five & Upwards,' eighteen 'Females Under
ourteen,' five 'Females of Fourteen & Under Twenty six,' three 'Females of Twenty six
: Under Forty five,' and four 'Females of Forty five & Upwards.' 47
One needs to remember that until the formation of Roanoke County in 1838 and
aig County in 1851, Botetourt had a much larger land mass with a relatively small
pulation. 48 Martin's Gazetteer of Virginia published in 1836 lists Fincastle as the
.gest town in the county: "White population 468 persons; of whom 9 are attorneys, and
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3 regular physicians; slaves 192, free colored 43, - total 703."49 Salem comes next with a
total of 350 (260 whites and 90 colored) while Buchanan and Pattonsburg have a
ombined total of 356, Amsterdam and New Castle are the only other 'Towns, Villages,
Post Offices, &c.' for which populations are noted with I 09 and 105 respectively. In such
tasituation the power of those with economic resources is magnified. This was the case
for the most prominent slaveholders in the area. Like their counterparts in Rockbridge
County at the northern boundary of Botetourt, "the political and economic influence they
enjoyed was intimately linked to their status as slaveholders."50 The population in 1830
Swas 16,354 which included 2,634 slaves on which a total tax was paid of$2,427.42. In
1790 slaves had accounted for 12% of the population. By 1830 the percentage had risen

As many of the histories of the Roanoke Valley tend to downplay the importance
and/or impact of slavery in this area and to limit it to a few large slaveholders, I have
been surprised by the number of small slaveholders. Although many of the German
immigrants may have been conscientiously opposed to salveholding in light of their
religious beliefs, the same can not be said of the Scotch-Irish. It was Frederick Law
Olmstead who observed of these folks that they were "certain in a few years to acquire
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money enough to buy a negro, which they are said to be invariably ambitious to
52

possess." Tallying figures drawn from Schedule 2: Slave Inhabitants of the County of
Roanoke of the 7th Census 1850, I found that out of a total of 344 slaveholders: 98 owned
just one slave, 45 owned two, 28 owned three, 16 had four slaves and so on. 53 This is not
suggest that the majority of families in the Roanoke Valley owned slaves. Clearly that
not the case. However, it does point out an affinity between certain sections of the
population which would allow for a bridging of the class barrier in terms of political
power and alliances. It would also explain how on his travels through the Valley of
Virginia the Due de la Rouchefoucauld could come to the conclusion that "all these petty
planters, however poor and wretched they apparently are, have one slave who shares in
their toil and distress. " 54
Although the Tayloes did hot leave the Cloverdale Plantation until 1846, it is
apparent that George was heavily involved with his father-in-law's business dealing and
not always to his liking. "I think George is becoming tired of his business connection
with Mr. Langhorne, & would gladly resume the management of his own business if the
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latter would consent,"55 wrote George's younger brother, Henry Augustine, in a letter to
the oldest living brother, Benjamin Ogle, the builder of the Tayloe house on Lafayette
Square in Washington City, who appears to have been the financial wizard of the family.

It is unclear to this writer what was meant by "resume the management of his own
business" but it is clear that William Langhorne was in financial difficulty and that
George Plater had covered Langhorne's $5,000 debt. 56 A deed was entered conveying
. 'The Bottoms' to G. P. Tayloe. A previous entry for March, 1831 in Deed Book 19 of
Botetourt County shows the two menjointly securing a $1,600 loan for Charles Johnston
:from the Bank of Virginia at Lynchburg. The collateral was listed as 'slaves.' There is
·1ittle doubt but that this is the same Charles Johnston who owned Botetourt Springs
which was later to become Valley Union Seminary, now known as Hollins College. The
ote was paid by August of 1832.~7 By 1836 Langhorne had resumed payment of the
iixes on 'The Bottoms' the property apparently having been transferred back to him.
Another reason for George's desire to "resume the management of his own
J.\siness" may well have had to do with joint business ventures which the Tayloe brothers
.ere exploring. Like many wealthy sons of Eastern Planters, they were looking to the
.eep South for new lands. Unlike many others whose limited incomes required them to
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divest of their Eastern properties, the Tayloes found it possible to both maintain their
lands in Virginia and Maryland and also acquire plantations in other areas. Arkansas was
considered but Alabama became the final destination.
Indeed the Tayloes are considered to be one of the main families involved in the
development of a region of the Black Belt known as the Canebrake. In her study of men
and women on the southern frontier, Joan Cashin indicates that Charles Tayloe was the
only Tayloe brother for whom she could find no Alabama slaveholdings. The census
figures for 1830 and 1840 indicate that George Plater Tayloe holds 48 fewer slaves in
Botetourt at the end of the decade. With the ceasing of the operation of the iron works
and the sale of the Brunswick Forge, as noted in a letter of Henry A. Tayloe to Benjamin
Ogle Tayloe: "He (GPT) is negotiating to dispose of the Forge," 58 there would have been
less need of such a large slave workforce. Given his switch to agriculture it would have
been natural for George to join his brothers in shipping slaves to their new plantations in
Alabama. Correspondence dated Jany (sic) 7th, 1833 indicates that Roanoke was the
departure point from Virginia.
The ground is still covered with snow several inches in depth, I shall
rejoice when I leave the mountains. Our hands , left here last Tuesday in
fine health & spirits, they were all anxious to go. Messrs Langhorne &
Lewis valued them - my lot was valued at $5250, your lot at+ $2800 Brother Williams at +$3200, making a difference between your lot & mine
of$750. I will put in a Carpenter worth $700, which will reduce the
difference to $50. Such a gang of negroes must make money ifl be
fortunate in the selection of land & if cotton does not continue to decline
to a mere nominal value. 59
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Although this letter does not indicate that George Tayloe participated in this particular
exchange it does note : "If George could only arrange his affairs he would accompany me
to the South this winter - he now prefers Alabama to Mississippi, having heard that the
latter was sickly."60 George does accompany his brothers into the Alabama cotton

From letters in the UVA collection, it is apparent that Henry Augustine Tayloe, by
late 1831 the only bachelor among the six surviving brothers, was the one designated to
be the pioneer and "represent the others as resident Agent."61 Cashin lists him as the only
brother to migrate, although the children of several brothers also end up living there. Two
of George Plater Tayloe's sons move to Alabama, John William and George Edward.
Henry made yearly trips which began in December, apparently sojourning in western
Alabama until the harvest. By Hl34 he had settled there. On the 26th of December of
1833, he is writing once again from Roanoke:
I arrived here on Monday evening after a disagreable (sic) journey, the
roads being very bad & covered with snow on an average depth of thirteen
inches. George and his family are quite well. My hands have not yet
arrived as soon as they come - I shall resume my j oumey westward. Your
hands with the exception of John look well. John's health is very delicate,
I hope a Southern climate may restore him to health. They & Brother
William's will be valued as soon as mine arrive ... George has paid me $300
on account of the hire of your boys, one of them died in the month of June
therefore six months hire was deducted. I will give you credit for that
amount in our Alabama speculation... he (GPT) is trying to make
arrangements to accompany me to Alabama .. .Ifhe can raise the wind he

60
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will accompany me & send out a few negroes this winter.

62

is unlikely that the 'boys' ever returned to Virginia. The walk must have been
horrendous. An 1839 letter details a similar journey:
The route will be Port Royal - Bowling Green - Cartersville - Salem Knoxville - Philadelphia - Ashville - Centreville - Marin (sic) - Woodville
- The journey will occupy 45 days. As late as you send them it will cost $5
½ or 6 per head. The negroes will suffer very much at that season of the
year traveling. They ought to be well shod & clad. Send also four horse
waggons (sic) with 6 mules to each. Provide two large & comfortable tents
63
made of good strong material to protect them well from snow & rain.
ohn Lewis Peyton described the condition of Botetourt in the 1830s:
This remote section of Virginia was almost without public improvements.
There were no navigable streams, no canals, no railways, no macadamized
turnpike roads. People were virtually imprisoned except during the
summer. In winter the roads were ahnost impassable, and it was a common
thing to see the four-horse mail coach floundering in the mud, the
passengers walking in the fields, taking it by turns to carry a rail (a rifled
log or long piece ofsplit timber used as a lever to raise the coach wheels
out of ruts and mud holes). 64
s the slave gang walked west and south towards Perry and Marengo Counties in
. labama, road conditions would have worsened. For the journey which would cover
'pproximately 729 miles 'as the crow flies' to take only 45 days and nights, this slave
g would have had to march no less than 16 miles each day. 65 Appendix B 'Walking
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the Slaves from Virginia to Alabama' details this route.
In his reminiscence, 'Chronicles of the Canebrake,' John Witherspoon DuBose, a
cotton planter of Marengo County, as well as a Democrat, Episcopalian, and a member of
. the White Shield and of the Ku Klux Klan wrote:
The black man practically came as the only laborer, and the only domestic
servant, and remained in that sphere until the majestic forest and
incomparably dense cane had by his labor only has been given way to
splendid open fields of com and cotton; until comfortable homes for
masters and cabins for the laborers had sat upon every plantation; until
wide white roads checkered the land; and an aristocracy of farmers,
perhaps nowhere else in America existed. 66
It is apparent that George Plater Tayloe purchased property there and sent some of
. his slaves south by 1834. In January 1835, Henry Tayloe wrote: "Our (H.A.T. & B.O.T.)
grop has fallen far short of my expectations being only 67 Bales averaging 503
lbs ... George and myself only made 20 Bales and George about the same." 67 The contents

of much of the correspondence is about the weather, the crop expectations, and the
.yarious partnerships of the brothers. Each apparently had his own plantation, in some
cases on adjoining properties. In addition, some land is purchased and/or planted jointly.
uring the 1830s when they are first starting out and experiencing less than hoped for
9rop yields, there is persistent mention of the sale of negroes.
I wish you may visit me early this Spring to make some arrangement about
your negroes. If they continue high I would advise you to sell them in this
country on one and two years credit bearing 8 per ct (sic) interest, the
present high price of negroes can not continue long and if you will make
me a partner in the sale on reasonable terms I will bring them out this Fall
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from Va and sell them for you and release you from all troubles. On a
credit your negroes would bring here about $120 to $130,000 bearing 8 per
ct interest. 68

may have proved unfortunate for both his brothers and the slaves in his care, that Henry
as the one chosen to be their representative. Cashin notes that:
Virginian William Tayloe scolded his younger brother Henry Tayloe for
driving slaves so hard on his Alabama plantations. "There shall be no
more cruelty," William Tayloe insisted, but his decrees had little impact on
his brother hundreds of miles away. 69
e apparently was neither the best judge of land deeds nor the most scrupulous of
\characters. "After the payments (for several plantations) had been completed, it proved
\that titles were defective and the sum had to be repaid."70 As was the sport of many
outhem aristocrats, Henry loved horses and betting and there is some indication he did
ot have the best of luck. In April-of 1840, George writes to Benjamin that "Henry is sick
71

fthe Turf & gamblin (sic) & will now devote all of his time to Planting." He
pparently was rescued from bankruptcy by his brothers 72 and his letters frequently
ontain statements like the one he wrote on 2/16/1835: "I hope that I shall not have
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occasion to ask for pecuniary aid from either of you again."73 Initially, he lived in a log
cabin but "at Walnut Grove he built a frame residence of eight rooms, one of the first
homes of so pretentious forms in that country."74 No mention is made of the slaves'

Conditions for the slaves in Alabama in the 1830s must have been worse than in
Virginia judging by the accounts of runaways in the Tayloe letters. Although he notes: "I
have rented land for your negroes and Henry Key's, and shall attend to them faithfully,"
he also states: "Gorvin(sic) ran off about the 15th of December and has not yet been heard
of, I hope to hear of him in a few days that I may put him to work. He went off without
any provocation."75 One month later he writes about runaways again.
One of our negroes (Jess) ran off from me a shortime (sic) ago & was
aprehended (sic) in Mobile, his recovery cost us about $70. Three ofmy
Cloverdale hands ran off-a short time ago at the same time, but returned
after spending a few days in the woods. Our police regulations are very
defective. 76
:The 'Cloverdale' hands would have been part of the slaveholdings of G. P. Tayloe. There
is no indication as to what the consequences were for the individuals involved but a letter
of Edward T. Tayloe to Benjamin Ogle Tayloe does advise him how to deal with
'James,' a foreman of the carpenters on one of the Virginia plantations who has 'eloped'
to the North and apparently reached Philadelphia.
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You will, I presume, proceed, without delay to Philadelphia - It is all
important to recover James & bring him home – that others may know the
fruitlessness of attempting to make their escape to the free states. In
consequence of the growing jealousies in the South, they are making
more exertion in the North to give us the needful help in recovering our
lost property - If you should be so fortunate as to recover him – bring him
home first – then take such further steps as may seem expedient. He would
command a heavy price in Richmond.77
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if:malism will go only so far, for the slave is ultimately 'property' which belongs to the
:![�ter. Cashin explores the tension that developed between slave owners as regards the
t[tment of slaves. The paternalistic ethic of the Eastern seaboard came in contact with
i{�ientific racism of Josiah Nott of Alabama and the harsh realities of life on the
:'.:htier. "New kinds of behavior accompanied these shifts in the proslavyry argument, as
:l�holders in the Southwest became notorious for their harshness and their greed."78
The Tayloe practice of keeping more males than females would have been

<i

/6\Ved in the choice of slaves. to send to Alabama.

\ I would not advise you to send hands here over 45 excepting 2 or 3 healthy
,{::( old woman (sic) to cook and attend to the children, and a trusty old man to
;/ , attend the hogs. The others I would advise you to exchange for children of
any age. $1000 or 1100 would (sic) my price for a carpenter & 650 the
> maximum price for seamstresses. 79

<,

tit

at the census records

for George Plater Tayloe from 1830 through 1860 gives us

:;r�ndication of the age groups and gender of the slaves he sent. Each decade shows a
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.ecline in the number of slaves kept in Virginia. The largest decline is from 1830 to 1840
when his slave census shows a drop of 56 slaves, 48 males and 8 females. For the decade
ending in 1850, Tayloe is listed as having 61 slaves a further decline of 19 slaves. This
difference of75 slaves, 56 males and 19 females, is too large to be attributed to natural
causes. By 1860 he has moved, sold or lost another 8 males but has gained 5 females. The
· figures show that George took Henry's advice and sent mainly boys and men between the
ages of 10 and 36. Cashin's "Table 2: Slaveholdings of Migrants and their Fathers and
Brothers" lists George Plater as also possessing 8 slaves in Essex County in 1830. The
first listing under his name for Marengo County does not appear until "1850: 59 sis.,
under his name; 26 sis., under name of "G. P. Tayloe trustee"; 70 sis., under name of
"G. P. Tayloe and Company." In 1860: 67 sls .. " 8° Karl Joseph Menn in his study oflarge
slaveholders lists G. P. Tayloe of.Marengo County as the head of two households: one
plantation with 89 slaves, another with 72 slaves.81 Given the closeness ofCashin's
figures totaling 155 slaves for 1850 with Menu's total of 161 slaves in 1860, I would tend
to accept them. The listing of two plantations in the 1860 Census figures would reconcile
with the fact that he had two sons living in Marengo and DuBose states:
Mr. Tayloe owned "Elmwood," 1,140 acres. He did not live there,
however. He bought the place at public auction. I remember the incident as
related by him. He owned the Walnut Grove plantation, some eight miles
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eastward on the Uniontown and Demopolis road ... Henry A., came to
represent the others as resident Agent...William H. And George P.
habitually visited their respective plantations, managed by overseers, every
winter. 82
One wonders what discussions may have resulted within the Tayloe-Langhorne
family as a result of all the slave trading. I include the Langhornes in the discussion
because Tayloe's brother-in-law, James C. Langhorne also operates a plantation in
Marengo County and Mary Elizabeth's sister Catherine writes to him from Cloverdale on
Jan. 16, 1836:
... I have not seen your letter to Papa it has arrived since I came down here and I do not know what your plans are - but George told me something
about Papa's selling all of his negroes &c in Alabama. I hope he has no
such intention with regard to the poor negroes - for I am sure he could not
get better ones - I should be truely sorry ifhe sold them mearly (sic) for
profit. I cannot think we have any such right over our fellow creatures - I
do not mean legal authority - but from that source of all power - our
creator. I hope therefore that you will use your influence against the
intentions ifhe has one. 83

In the same correspondence we learn that an Episcopal church is being
'. constructed in Fincastle with over $2,200 raised: "They wish to have an organ." Both
George Plater and William Langhorne are vestrymen for what is to become St. Mark's
Church, the oldest Episcopal church in Botetourt. It is this juxtaposition of slaveholdings
and charitable works which is so jarring to a 20th Century mind but which was only
natural in the Antebellum South. Slavery was part of the norm. Much has been written
about the 'paternalistic' nature of antebellum slavery and it can be seen in the
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reminiscences of the period written by members of the planter class.
The climate often acres was salubrious and the soil was easy of cultivation
after the forest growth was cleared away. The masters and their families
the whole year through lived on the plantation within a few hundred
yards of the "quarters" that sheltered the plantation negroes and the
overseer. The contact of master and his family with the plantation was
constant and intimate. A distingushing characteristic of the negro race in
bondage was an aptitude of imitation of the mind and manners of the
master race and especially the imitation that attached itself in the case of
the individual slave to his master and his family who might be most
worthy. The master and his family were in daily observance of custom and
habits of culture that arrested the attention of all the negroes on the estate.
The negro with no monitor in his own race appropriated the master and his
family for examplar. The field hands with the plainest diet and the plainest
clothes, saw the domestics with the diet used by the whites and with
clothes suitable to their state. Incidental as the opportunity was, it served
to excite a profitable ambition. The field hands learned the use oflanguage
from the whites over them. Negroes boasted of the superior classification
of their owners that was real. 84
One hears what one wants to hear and sees what one wants to see. Fortunately, we also
have collections of narratives by former slaves that can help to balance the pictures
, painted of antebellum plantation life. Sara Colquitt was interviewed on September 9,
1937 in Opelika, Alabama.
I was sold once before I left Virginia. Then I was brung down to Alabama
and sold from the block for a thousand dollars to Mr. Sam Rainey at Camp
Hill, Alabama. I still worked in the fields, but I would cook for the white
folks and help around the big house on special occasions. I used to stop by
the spring house to get milk - it was good and cold, too - and tote it up to
the big house for dinner.
Our overseer was Mr. Green Ross, and he was a bad one, too. Mean my
goodness! He'd whip you in a minute. He'd put you in the buck, tie your
feet, and then set out to whip you right. (In a buck, the wrists were bound,
arms hugging knees, with a rod thrust through the angle between arms and
knees, thus immobilizing the slave for punishment.)
He would get us slaves up before day, blowing on his big horn, and us
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would work till plumb dark. All the little niggers'd get up, too, and go up
to the big house to be fed from wooden bowls. Then they'd be called again
before us come from the fields and put to bed by dark.
No,m, I don't want no more slavery. I hope they don't have no more such,
because it was terrible. 85
Both accounts written from memory, both first hand accounts, both true from the
individual's perspective, and both valuable and necessary to the historian attempting to
understand the period.
During their 18 years together, Mary Elizabeth and George Plater had nine
children, four sons and five daughters. She died in her 3 7th year during the birth of
Virginia. Few documents about her survive and although she appends a message to
Catherine Langhome's letter of 1/16/1836 she makes no reference to the latter's views on
the sale of the family slaves. She writes her brother expressing her hopes that" when my
dearest brother marries, may his wife always make his home a pleasure to him
reciprocate all his fond affection and be truly all that a wife should be. "86 Frequent
mention is made by George in his correspondence to her frail health: "though Mary was
much fatigued. She has been very unwell since our return with a bad cold."87 As the
mistress of a large household and given the traditional role that many planters' wives
assumed of care giver to the slaves, she would have been kept very busy. One wonders if
her ill health was not
85
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related to the large number of pregnancies which more than likely exceeded the number
of live births.
Apparently governesses were retained and the children taught at home until they
were old enough to be sent off to boarding schools. By 1845 Henrietta aged 12 is
attending school in Richmond. Miss Phoebe, a former governess, wrote in Jan. of 1846
from Sussex Court House, Virginia to Mrs. Tayloe in her new residence, referring to the
move from Cloverdale to Roanoke. She notes that "Cloverdale is a sweet spot, but I
presume your present residence is a more healthy location." 88 By October of 1845, the
Tayloes had sold the lands known as Cloverdale to Mary's brother Henry S. Langhorne.
The $25,000 sale conveyed a deed to 3,519 acres. 89 George P. Tayloe paid taxes in 1847
on the Roanoke River land, 460 acres on Mill Mountain and 4.4 acres on the north side of
90

the Roanoke River, the property was listed as "conveyed by William Langhorne 1847."
Tax records indicate that improvements were made over the next several years.

An entry in George Plater Tayloe's college notebook states "Nothing can appear
grand in architecture which wears a perishable look."91 It is obviously a quote which
greatly impressed him for like his father before him, he is best known in the Roanoke area
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.uena Vista, the grand edifice which he had constructed on a bluff overlooking the
pke Valley. The name Buena Vista which means grand or good view in Spanish is
.oted in Roanoke County land records for 1851. From the site one gets a sweeping

f much of present day Roanoke and the beautiful mountains which dominate the
.. It was here that George raised his motherless children and continued his

thropic endeavors. Now listed on the National Register of Historic Buildings,
Vista is the only surviving antebellum mansion in the city of Roanoke.
ecturally it is a "Greek Revival country residence ... built of a four-over-four plan ical of the nineteenth century mansions in nearby Botetourt County... the height of
n in 1850."92 But it was more than just a home, it was a landmark in its own day
~. and it was a working plantation in 1850 with 61 slaves living in slave houses on
perty. Given the slave census in 1850, it is thought that this is the era of the
. tory of Negroes at Buena Vista" which is in the holdings of the Roanoke Valley
Museum. This inventory is unique in that it lists adult slaves as couples followed
h union's children. Three single parents are noted with their respective children.
single adults are listed, as well as a family unit of five children with no listed
s, and one childless couple. Altogether 63 names are entered on this undated
pry. 93 It is interesting to note that William Henry Tayloe, George's older brother,
erited Mount Airy and four adjoining plantations kept similar inventories in 1835,
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1844 & 1845. 94 Most inventories of the time merely counted males and females. The
official census divided slaves into male and female groupings by age categories. Other
than the owners, no names were recorded.
While his Alabama slaves cultivated mainly cotton and com, Buena Vista was an
example of diversified agriculture. On the 1850 Agricultural Census for Roanoke County,
iTayloe is listed as producing: com, oats, potatoes, wheat, wool, butter, hay, and clover
\seed. His livestock consists of horses, asses and mules, milch (sic) cows, working oxen,
cattle, sheep, and swine. His farm is listed as the seventh most valuable in the county.
Although histories of the county list him as involved in tobacco maufactory, Buena Vista
produced no tobacco of its own in 1850. According to Kagey "nearly one-half the farmers
ew tobacco in 1860 and only one-fifth grew it in 1850."95
It is most likely that Taylc,e did not become involved in this business until after
he completion of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad in 1852. Claire White in her book,
oanoke 1740-1982 notes:
The first train arrived on Nov. 1, 1852, on rails built, according to Henry
S. Trout, largely by slave labor. "The work of construction," he wrote,
"was very slow and tedious. The only explosive then used was ordinary
gun powder. .. and the slow process of boring holes in the rock by means of
a hand drill and hammer was the only one known to the builders by which
96
the stone and earth could be gotten out of the way."
railroad's coming would transform life in the Roanoke Valley. Gainesborough was
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the village where the train depot was built. Near there, the firm of Tayloe, McClanahan
and Smith opened a tobacco manufactory which was probably the reason that in 1860,
Buena Vista plantation produced 16,000 pounds of tobacco but neither hay nor
cloverseed. Family letters and business correspondence document Tayloe's involvement
with tobacco before and after 1860. In a letter dated March 13th, 1858 a J. Childers writes
to Mr. G. P. Tayloe to keep him informed about developments at the Roanoke plantation.
This is most likely the same 'Joseph Childress' whose name is listed as 'manager for
Tayloe' on Schedule I, Free Inhabitants of the 1850 Census. After informing him of the
sickness i.e. measles, fever and colds especially among the 'Blac people' in the county
and the wet weather which has delayed ploughing, Childers tells him about Buena Vistas'
tobacco:
Tobacco is selling high, Mr. William Langhorn and self thought best not to
sell. I sent off one Hogshead of keys & got $6.50 The crier that sold your
lugs said you would get fine pries (sic), ifit sorted well...After drying and
bulking it improves very much. I was offered yesterday 15 dollars ifI
would take out the lugs and course hogshead ... we will make, 18 hogshead,
if not more. 97

· Tobacco is a labor intensive crop and thus it is not surp1ising that by 1870 with the
demise of the slave labor system, no tobacco is grown by Tayloe. In the same census,
},J,oth hay and cloverseed once again are listed as cultivated produce. Appendix D contains
9harts detailing Agricultural Census statistics from 1850 through 1880. By the 1890s
.uena Vista was no longer a producing farm, George Plater Tayloe having deeded the
foperty to his son-in-law M. M. Rogers who divided the property into lots for land
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In 1878 Page Thacker published Plantation Reminiscences, which would later be
; republished as A Girl's Life In Virginia Before the War under the author's real name,
Letitia M. Burwell. Miss Burwell grew up in Bedford County on a plantation with over
100 'servants.' "And I believe the maltreatment of one of our servants - we never heard
the word 'slave' - would have distressed us beyond endurance."99 She dedicates the
volume to her nieces with the following words:
Dedicated to my nieces, who will find in English and American
publications such epithets applied to their ancestors as: "Cruel slaveowners;" "inhuman;" "Southern task-masters;" "hard-hearted;" "dealers in
human souls," &c. From these they will naturally recoil with horror. My
own life would have been embittered had I believed myself descended
from such; and that those who come after us may know the truth I wish to
leave a record of plantation life as it was. The truth may thus be preserved
among a few, and the praise they deserve awarded noble men and virtuous
women who have passed ·away. 100
Although written as a polemic response, Miss Burwell's romantic account of antebellum
life in Bedford, Botetourt, Roanoke and Montgomery Counties is a most descriptive
chronicle. She describes her early childhood as a world of"one vast plantation bounded
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by negro quarters ... the master's residence - as the negroes called it, the "great house" -
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occupied a central position, ... handsome and attractive; the overseer's being a plainer

II

':i

house, about a mile from this." 101 This would lead one to believe that at least on her
plantation, the slave quarters were located quite a distance from the mansion. She details
the self-sufficient nature of these institutions when she states:
Among the negroes - one hundred - on our plantation, many had been
taught different trades; and there were blacksmiths, carpenters, brick
masons, millers, shoemakers, weavers, spinners, all working for
themselves. No article of their handicraft ever being sold from the place,
their industry resulted in nothing beyond feeding and clothing
themselves ... The negroes made pocket money by selling their own
vegetables, poultry, eggs, &c. - made at the master's expense, of course. 102

It's interesting to contrast this statement with one from the Memoir of William Madison
Peyton who is listed as holding 58 slaves in the 1850 Census:
His conduct to his negro slaves was equally admirable. His only wish to
render them happy. Nothing which had reference to their comfort and
improvement was overlooked in his plans for them. To each couple a hut
was assigned, to which was attached a little garden, in which the slaves
cultivated tobacco, maize, potatoes, and where they raised pigs and
poultry. Those who were inclined to make money this way were allowed to
go every Saturday afternoon to Big-Lick or Salem to dispose of their
produce and spend the money as they pleased ... Throughout the whole
South, during those prosperous days anterior to the civil war, every planter
may be said to have ben either a tyrant or a patriarch, according to the
virtues or vices of his character. 103
' Two different plantations but both memoirs reflecting benevolence towards the negro, the
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former describing self sufficiency and obviously refuting claims that slaves were
exploited by their owners through the sale of manufactures from the plantation, both
detailing an incentive system and the latter freedom of movement on a particular day.
Letitia also gives us one of the few glimpses we have of slaves who lived on the
Tayloe plantation. In describing her visits to Buena Vista she writes:
His daughters - a band oflovely young girls - presided over his house,
dispensing its hospitality with grace and dignity. Their mother's death
occurring when they were very young had given them household cares,
which would have been considerable, but for the assistance of Uncle Billy,
the butler - an all-important character presiding with imposing dignity over
domestic affairs.
His jet black face was relieved by a head of grey hair with a small round
bald centre(sic) piece; and the expression of his face was calm a,nd serene,
as he presided over the pantry, the table and the tea-waiters.
His mission on earth seemed to be keeping the brightest silver urns, sugardishes, cream-jugs and spoons; flavoring the best ice creams; buttering the
hottest rolls, muffins and waffles; chopping the best salads; folding the
whitest napkins; handing the best tea and cakes in the parlor in the
evenings, and cooling the best wine for the decanters at dinner. Indeed he
was so essentially a part of the establishment, that in recalling those old
days at Buena Vista, the form of"Uncle Billy" comes silently back from
the past and takes its old place about the parlors, the halls and the diningroom, making the picture complete.
And thus upon the canvas of every old home picture come to their
accustomed places, the forms of dusky friends, who once shared our
homes, our firesides, our affections - and who will share them, as in the
past, never more. 104
An illustration of"Uncle Billy' appeared in the 1895 edition, a copy of which is found in
Appendix C. Only one slave named Billy is listed in the previously cited "Inventory of
Negroes at Buena Vista." He is married to Ann and their children were Moses, John,
Rosetta, Molly and Morgan. One wonders what life was like for this family of seven in
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the slave quarters of the plantation.
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Chapter Four
The Civil War Period
At age fifty-seven, George Plater Tayloe was sent as Roanoke County's
representative to the state convention called by unionist Governor John Letcher.
Convened February 13, 1861, this body of men voted at least three times on the issue of
secession. Tayloe was one of the 88 representatives who voted on April 4th against a
motion to secede, one of the two times he did so. Other Virginians were not of a like
mind. Roger Pryor (a congressman) and Edmund Ruffin were two Virginians who wanted
the Old Dominion to join the newly formed government of the Confederate States of
America. Pryor was given the honor of firing the first shot at the federal garrison in Fort
Sumter. He deferred and passed the torch to Ruffin who on April 12th at 4:30 A.M.
pulled the lanyard igniting the cannon. Three days later President Abraham Lincoln,
whose father had migrated west from his Shenandoah Valley roots, issued a call for
troops to quell the rebellion. On April 17th, by a vote of 88 to 55 the delegates gathered
in Richmond approved a motion of secession. 1 George Plater Tayloe was among those
who had switched their vote. When the men of Roanoke County cast their ballots on May
23rd, the tally was 850 to Ofor ratification. Tayloe like so many other of Virginia's
leaders who had opposed secession, now moved to defend her.
There is an unidentified Southern gentleman in Plantation Reminiscences. Is

Virginius Dabney, Virginia, The New Dominion (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia, 1971 ), 294.
1

,.,...
I
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Letitia Burwell referring to Mr. Tayloe when she writes of the one gentleman who had
resisted talk of secession until Lincoln's call for troops?
But there was one ... this gentleman remained untouched by the fiery
eloquence of his friends - like the Hebrew children in the burning furnace.
Nothing affected him until one day, the President of the United States
demanded by telegraph 50,000 Virginians to join an army against South
Carolina. And then this gentleman felt convinced it was not the duty of
Virginians to join an army against their friends. 2

While in attendance at the state convention, he received a letter from H. H. Lewis,
apparently an officer in the federal forces, who is anxious tl1at Virginia, if she should
secede, "make provision in her constitution for such officers as resign to join her."3
War affects families in many different ways. Apparently there was a disagreement
between George and his son Lomax, in April of 1861 a student at the University of
Virginia. Lomax has just returned from "duty" with a company which was sent to Harpers
Ferry apparently to secure the arsenal for Virginia. He wants to leave the university.
Pa I have never disobeyed you tho' if you can not consent to my leaving
here I am afraid that I will have to do so once & leave for I cannot see my
fellow country fighting around for the honor ofmy state and not
participate myself! would not consider myself a man ifI was to do so, I
must fight for my state I think it is incumbent upon me to do so, every
young man should gird on his sword and fight against the Black
Republican tyranny .. .! think of withdrawing and offering my services to
my state.. .I hope you will not think that I mean any disrespect by my
language in this letter far from it I assure, no man ever had higher respect
& love for a Father than I have for you. 4
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One can only conjecture that this was not the first instance of the issue being raised
between father and son. At the same time, two of his other sons, who had both attended
the Virginia Military Institute were living in Alabama. George Edward Tayloe had
moved to the Elmwood Plantation in 1858 when he was twenty years old. He also wrote
his father during the state convention: "If you don't hurry up with your Ordinance of
Secession the war will be over before you are with us. I am preparing to go into the
infantry, as there is no prospect for cavalry."5 John William, the eldest son, lived on the
Walnut Grove plantation. He appears to have settled in Alabama in 1850 or 1851. He
married "Miss Lucy Randolph of'Oakleigh' plantation, near Greensboro, who had
brought with her an equal number ofnegroes." 6 John was responsible for reorganizing the
Canebrake Legion Cavahy as a ,result of the Alabama Legislature's preparation of
military resources in response to John Brown's 1858 raid on the arsenal at Harper's Ferry.
The Legion had originally been chartered as a response to growing abolitionist sentiment
in the North marked by "the mass mailing of abolitionist tracts to the South" in 1835.

7

James Langhorne Tayloe, the third son, graduated from the United States Naval Academy
in 1860 and was a commissioned U. S. Naval officer by the outbreak of the Civil War. As
he resigned on June 6, 1861 and "went south," he only belatedly would have received his
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uncle Benjamin Ogle Tayloe's letter of the 6th of July of that year written from the U. S.
Hotel in Atlantic City, New Jersey:
Notwithstanding the number of your relatives among the Confederates, I
see no. necessity of your resigning, whether you join them or not;--as, not
very long hence, there may be an end of this deplorable war--to be
followed by a reconstruction of the Union. Meanwhile you may find
employment at the North ... 8

An end to the 'deplorable war' was to come, but not for four long and tragic years.

i
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Neither James nor his younger brother Lomax would live to see it. As previously alluded

I

I

to, James was to die March 8, 1862 in the battle over control of the harbor at Hampton
I

Roads while a lieutenant on the confederate gunboat CSS Raleigh which, along with the
I

I

CSS Beaufort was accompanying the ironclad CSS Virginia, formerly the USS
Merrimack. The next day the USS Monitor would engage the CSS Virginia. Less than
three months before his death, James suffering from the mumps wrote to his father in Big
Lick from aboard the CSS Fanny at Roanoke Island. He apparently had the Tayloe gift for
making money. Given the date and the era, it may have been the last letter George Plater
received from his son
I wish to speak to you about some property which can be had in Norfolk
now at a very low figure but which will be valuable after the war ... a wharf
on the Portsmonth side of the river ... Ifyou can spare the money to
invest...valuable as soon as the port of Norfolk is open. 9
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The oldest daughter Elizabeth Henrietta also died during the war on Jan. 30, 1864.
I
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She was 31 years old and married to Col. Thomas T. Munford who served in the Second
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Virginia Cavalry. In June of 1862, Etta wrote to her father relaying news of her husband
and brother Lomax who "captured a captain and made several of them bite the dust." 10
She refers to her brother George who "as soon as he is strong enough he must come down
to see me." Apparently at the battle of Seven Pines he had received a bullet through the
instep and was on crutches. The wound was severe enough that a year later he "went into
Pickett's charge at Gettysburg mounted because he was unable to walk." 11 In the midst of
war life goes on and on the Munford plantation, Glen Alpine, in Bedford County the
crops are growing. She seeks her father's advice about wheat and tobacco:
I've had a most beautiful looking crop of wheat, but now it is filled with
rust--as all the wheat around here is--though the stalk and head µo not yet
seem affected. The Overseer thinks it will be best to send the Lug Tobacco
to Lg (Lynchburg) as it is selling for $10 per hundred. What do you think
ofit? He seems to think it will not keep the other is all packed & prized-& the wheat still here. I have only 1 & a½ barrels of Flour. Had I not best
have our supply for next year sent to Lg & ground out of the old wheat? 12
Ann Catherine married John D. Langhorne who served as a Captain in the war

according to a letter of Virginia Tayloe to her brother George Plater Tayloe. It is sent
from Danville on April 9th, 1862 where for the past year she and her family have been
"obliged to fly from the enemy." She is writing to console him and his family "on the
untimely end of our Jimmie." She refers to the cost of war:
This dreadful war has caused grief in almost every household in the land,
& every victory is accompanied with such distressing accounts of the dead
and wounded, that I find it difficult to feel any joy when I hear of one. My
11
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thoughts are with the widows, and orphans.13
Daughter Mary and her children came to Buena Vista during the war in 1862 as
did many others, including George's brother Edward Thornton Tayloe. "As the war
progressed, Edward found it necessary to load his family's necessities into wagons for a
series ofjourneys, ever more southward. At each stage he rented a house, and each time
the :fury of the war came closer. Finally, he moved to Buena Vista." 14 In The End Of An
John Wise relates going to Rocky Mount, Virginia in Franklin County in 1862 for
"'"-�,....,.,_ from the war. In so doing he gives us a description both of Big Lick and Buena

The nearest point to us reached by railroad or telegraph was a station
named Big Lick, upon the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad, in the county
of Roanoke. Round about Big Lick, whose population did not exceed
thirty persons, the valley of the Roanoke River was, as it still is, a veritable
land of Goshen. The adjacent farms were in a state of excellent cultivation,
and counted among th� most fertile in that beautiful valley. Hereabouts
were the stately homes of the Tayloes, the Wattses, the Prestons, ... the
Tayloes, whose mansions stood in a stately grove with well-kept(sic)
lawns, at a spot where engine-shops and the houses of railroad men are
built at present. .. The thing which impressed me most...was the absence of
all the males of fighting age...The only members of the family home to
welcome the stranger within their gates were the aged, white-haired head
of the house and four or five daughters and daughters-in-law, clad in
mouming... In this spacious, peace-embowered home, nestled close to the
river, under the looming Mill Mountain, whose afternoon shadows were
already creeping across the lawn of oaks and elms, and maples and
hickories, with the summer breezes stealing around its white pillars and
through its wide hallways and swaying its muslin curtains ... how far away
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seemed the war! 15
The graveyard of the Tayloe family was originally located at Buena Vista and by
the war's end Lomax would lie next to his brother Jimmie. Lomax was killed in the battle
ofRacoon Ford in Orange County, Virginia on Oct. 11, 1863. He had survived both
engagements at Manassas, as well as, Leesburg, Harrisonburg and Bristoe Station. His
place in tl1e 2d Virginia Cavalry was taken up in 1864 by his brother John William Tayloe
who had apparently returned to his Alabama plantation after participating in the battle of
Seven Pines where George Edward, as previously mentioned, was wounded. "Major
Tayloe spent the year 1863 devoted to the management of his large plantation, producing
com and pork to the Confederate Amly." 16 No mention is made of cotton production.
Daughter Rosa in the 1870s married her first cousin, Edward Thornton Tayloe, tile
son of Benjamin Ogle Tayloe, who had lived in Alabama since 1852. Like his father-inlaw, Edward was a graduate of Princeton College. He lived at both tile Windsor
plantation, which he managed for his father, and at Oak Grove plantation in Perry
17

County. It is recorded that like many of the "sons of the gentlefolk," he was
accompanied during the war by his "mounted black valet William" who kept Edward's
· bay mare "perfectly groomed" and "foraged on tile spare horse and cooked acceptably."
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Jolm William was apparently accompanied by his valet, Jesse, who is remembered as "a
son of the old mama who nursed the children of Mr. & Mrs. George P. Tayloe." 19
Although there is a single male slave named Jesse listed on the "Inventory of Negroes at
Buena Vista," he is not shown as having any familial connection with any of the females
listed and thus not Jesse, the valet. However, it can be assumed that the mother of Jesse,
the valet, is listed on the "Inventory" for we know she was still alive at the end of the war.
As the "Inventory" only lists property at Buena Vista, it would make no reference to a
child who had been taken to Alabama as the body servant of Jolm William upon his
migration to Alabama in the 1850s.
Accounts in both White's Roanoke and Middleton's Salem give us some
indication of slave life in the Roanoke area during the Civil War era. Salem, the county
seat, had 15 regulations in effect-in 1859, six "contained provisions specifically affecting
free Negroes or mulattoes and slaves."20 Penalties for infractions were severe: up to thirty
lashes for appearing in town from "the ringing of the bell until daybreak." Negroes were
subject to the lash as punishment for infractions for which whites were fined: carrying a
candle or fire into a stable or barn, shooting a gun, etc. All of the town trustees were
slaveholders. George W. Shanks, the president, owned 24; E. B. McClanahan,
commissioner of revenue, had 28; Samuel Jeter, treasurer, 1; George P. Terrill, secretary,
4; Charles L. Snyder, 12; and so on. James C. Huff, town sergeant, who was charged with
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enforcing the regulations appears on a list compiled from Roanoke County Land Books
1861-1863 as owning 1 slave. 21 By 1860 the county slave population was 2,643 and a
county wide police force of23 men was created "in view of the condition of the county,
and the necessity of more than ordinary vigilance in reference to our slave population."22
Histories of the area mention escape attempts by slaves, but the only accounts which
indicate large numbers of slaves leaving are reports of Union Brigadier General William
W. Averell's raid on Salem in 1863 and General David Hunter's on Big Lick in June of
1864. The Lynchburg Daily Virginian noted that as Averell's Union forces retreated
" ... Many servants, both male and female, went with them, and a white man by the name
of Hearns and his wife, also."23 A Union soldier's account of the retreat by Hunter's army
from Lynchburg via Big Lick details the slaves who chose this opportunity to escape:
The negroes have had no chance to escape until now. We have an army of
them on our hands, ne(U"ly all of them carrying great bundles of clothing
hastily packed. Old men and women, children and babies all going for
freedom. Some of them took their masters buggys and loaded them ... and
rode along quite stilish (sic). They saw trouble before they reached the
Ohio. 24
No record of runaways from Buena Vista appears to exist during this period or
any other. An account of a local underground railroad escape is contained in Community
At The Crossroads and details the trip of John Rinehart Bonsack. It would appear that he
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made the journey from Bonsack in the company of a slave named Price. John Bonsack
was white and married to America Ammen ofFinncastle who joined him after he reached
Union territory. No mention is made of what happened to Price. "Roanoke Valley And
25

The Civil War: Continuity And Change" looked at the issue of fugitive slaves. It notes
only three runaways in 1850 out ofa slave census of2,502. Even during the Civil War
when the closest path to freedom would have been to follow the same route to West
Virginia via New Castle that Union forces had travelled, the journey would have been
difficult. Gen. Averell noted that his men had "marched, climbed, slid and swum" to
reach their destination. 26 No "fugitives from the state" were listed in 1860.
By the Civil War Roanoke's 2643 slaves comprised 33% of the county's
population while free blacks numbered 155. Based on the 1860 census there were 245
slaveholders, a decline of almost 100 from the 1850 Census. Although the number of
slaves held had risen, the number of individuals owning only one slave had gone from 98
to 43. However, the number owning six to 10 slaves had increased from 40 to 57 and
those owning 21 or more slaves had increased from 22 to 34
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listed as having 58 slaves of which 13 were males between the ages of 18 and 55. They
lived in four slave houses. As such, he would have been required to supply slaves to work
on the fortifications around Richmond. From 1862 through 1865 six calls for able-bodied
male slaves ages 18 to 55 were issued. Quotas were apparently based on the number of
slaves each owner possessed. Terms of service were from thirty to sixty days and
apparently the conditions were difficult.
Upon receipt of the January 1865 call, Johnston, the county clerk on orders
from the justices, wrote Governor William Smith seeking a release, "for
reason that 45 slaves were furnished by Roanoke County in September
1864 to labour for 30 days on the fortifications (and that) their term of
labour was extended 30 days more and they have been returned to their
owners just a week ago, and it appears to the Court that four of them died
while in service and that others are sick and all of them much wasted by
their service."28
During the war, 1,091 white men from Roanoke served in the Confederate military out of
a white male population over the age of twenty-one of only 1,136. George Plater Tayloe,
years old, was known henceforth as Col. Tayloe for his station in the Roanoke Home

his thoughts may have been about the conflict which so greatly affected his life and
Edwin G. Booth who apparently also had sons in the army, wrote George Plater in
of 1862 to offer him "comfort and consolation" on the death of his son, James. His
indicates that George in a previous correspondence may have expressed some
c,,.,.u4� ...,,... ••.,

about those whose pride may have led them to foster the seeds of war.

My sympathies are more tenderly excited by not knowing how long
before I may need a reciprocity- Indeed I sympathize all your views. In
28
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Chapter Five
The Post-War Period
On April 4th, 1865 five days before Appomatox, the town of Salem surrendered
to Union forces approaching from Floyd County. For Roanoke County the war would
soon be over. A letter dated June 23rd, 1865 from E. Thornton Tayloe at the Windsor
Plantation to 'Uncle George' indicates that G. P. Tayloe had left Alabama for Buena
Vista several weeks before. "I know you will well appreciate to be at home once more
after your long absence ... " 1 Even in the midst of the war the Tayloe plantations had
continued to operate and produce crops.
I was pleased on reaching this country to find our houses standing - I came
prepared to find everything destroyed. I find I came none too soon - as the
negroes had got tired waiting for me - But I was pleased to find them all at
home on this place, with the exception of one young boy who had left. On
Ash Grove I found them in revolt - running about the country and no work
being done on the place the place showing great neglect - I have got
everything to work now, but do not know how long it will last. Willie &
myself a few days ago made contracts with the negroes at Walnut Grove
and this place to work tili the !st Jan, 1866, giving them (!/10th) tenth of
the crop-I believe Willie made a similar contract with your negroes at
Elmwood - I shall return in a few days to Ash Grove & make a like
contract. 2
This letter attests to one of the major changes to take place in the South due to
Emancipation of the Negro. In addition to freedom of movement, the right to wages
signified the end of the slave labor system upon which the economy of the antebellum
South had been built. Negotiation of wages was a hallmark of the contract labor system. It
appears the Tay!oes were in the forefront as regards worker contracts. As all Southern
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planters would soon be forced to acknowledge, they realized the production of a good
cotton crop depended upon a stable labor force.
By Nov. of 1865 George Edward Tayloe has prepared a shipment of 150 bales of
George Plater's cotton to Mobile. As fortune would have it, his Civil War bride, Delia,
cotton to
was the niece of Murray J. Smith, an international broker dealing in the sale of
England. Mr. Smith writes to George P. Tayloe in a truly aristocratic fashion:
We are all Southerners and what is prouder We are all Virginians: our old
Mother in Her late struggles and present frustration, even now stands out
without a Peer among all the states for all the ennobles. But amidst the
ruin and demoralisation (sic) consequent on war, there are duties to
perform which those more fortunate cannot overlook. 3
There is no doubt that Col. Tayloe is among the more fortunate for in June of 1867 he
pays to E. Goldie in the Collector's Office for Internal Revenue of 5 (sic) District, State
of Va. in Salem, a tax of $1738.25. At the 5% rate, he was taxed for an income of
$34,745 in 1866 "on the sale of 150 bales & 21 bags of Cotton. "4 He is also taxed $1 for
his gold watch. By June of 1866, a second shipment of cotton has been sent and a one
half credit entered into Tayloe's accOlmt on "nett (sic) proceeds sale of 149 bales cotton
shipped to Liverpool," for $12,866.26. 5
A ledger sheet titled "Dr George P Tayloe Esq in account current with Murray F
& Desha Smith to June 1st, 1866 Cr" indicates that on Feby (sic) 12, 1865 the firm "paid
favor Chas L Cocke" in the amount of $2,000.00. 6 This is without doubt the same

3

RVHM:Tayloe Papers, 972.6.26, 11/21/1865, pl.
VHS, MSS 1 J 6496 A908-938, Johnston Papers, Sec. 31, Accounts, 6/18/1867.

4

Ibid., 8/25/1866.

5
6

Ibid., 6/1/1866.
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Charles L Cocke who was the head of Hollins Institute. George Plater Tayloe, through his

work as executor of the estate of the previously mentioned Charles Johnson owner of
"Botetourt Springs," was instrumental in the formation of the Valley Union Seminary in
1842 on that property. Charles Cocke was called to the Seminary in 1846. He became the
first President of Hollins and served as its head from the late 1840s until his death in
1901. Tayloe was President of the Board of Trustees of the Seminary, then Institute, from
the early 1840s through his death in 1897. The two men would have been well acquainted
and it is likely that Hollins could not have survived without either of them. Both were
from wealthy backgrounds, both were slaveholders, both were devoted churchmen, and
both are listed as Sunday school teachers. Did any of the Buena Vista Negroes attended
the Sunday school for slaves which Cocke established in Big Lick in 1846 and to which
"for twenty years he went over the old stagecoach road to minister to them?"7 We do
know that slaves were associat�d with both churches that these gentlemen helped found.
Charles Cocke was instrumental in the founding of the Enon Baptist Church in 1855,

which still stands across from Hollins College on what was then property of the Institute.
In the summer of 1855 the church began Sunday School classes for the
black servants and slaves of Cocke. They were received into church
membership, but their instruction continued under separate supervision by
persons considered "suitable." There is reason to believe that the black
congregation used the balcony of the church for worship, as was the
custom in other pre-Civil War church buildings. 8
As has previously been referred to, George Plater Tayloe was an active

Dorothy Vickery, Hollins College 1842-1942: An Historical Sketch (Hollins
College, Virginia: Hollins College, 1942), 40. References to this school are also
contained in: Warren M. Isaac, "Our Colored People" (unpublished manuscript, Federal
Writer's Project, Roanoke, VA, June, 1941), 11; Thompson, op. cit., 14.
7

8

Kagey, op. cit., 172-173.
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Episcopalian. For over fifty years he represented the Episcopal church of first Botetourt
Parish and later Salem Parish at the annual convention of the Diocese. In 1849, he helped
build a second Episcopal church, this time in Gainesborough. This is the predecessor of
11

the present St. Johu's Episcopal on the comer of Jefferson and Elm Streets. In both 1852
and 1853 this church is recorded as having one colored member among its communicants.
A convention report of 1854 records the funeral "of a servant who died at the age of one
hundred, many years ago confirmed by Bishop Meade, and who died triumphantly."9 St.
Johu's is recorded as having a caretaker, named Mollie Gilbert who is listed as a slave
from Colonel George P. Tayloe's plantation. As the 1850 Slave Census lists no female
slave at Buena Vista over the age of 70, there were obviously at least two blacks
associated with this church. The 'Inventory of Negroes at Buena Vista' does list a Johu
,,Ii

Gilbert as the father of a female named Lucy. At the time of the listing he was not

'

documented as associated with t~e only Molly whose name appears on the Inventory. It
may be that they are later married. It was unusual for a slave to be listed as having a
family name, so we should assume some kind of connection between Johu and Molly.
Could it be that they had both been bought from a slaveowner named Gilbert? Could they
be brother and sister?
Benjamin Ogle wrote his brother George on Nov. 3rd, 1865 from Washington to
. assure him that his 'pardon papers' had been sent. He mentions he and his wife's failing
health, the loss of a child, visits anticipated and the European tour of one of his daughters.
He concludes with some political remarks.

9

C!are White, St. Johu's Episcopal Church -- Roanoke, Virginia (Roanoke, VA:
ST. Johu's Episcopal Church, 1992), 28.
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When about to send your pardon papers to you in the way directed- [the
express office being near the Capitol] I received a message from Mrs.
Snyder that she wished to send them to you by your request - & I delighted
the gratification to her - & I suppose she will forward them to you at the
same time I despatch (sic) this. I hop (sic) they will duly come to hand. I
have forwarded similar papers to brothers W. H. T. & Edward. I have
Thornton's yet to get. .. Viewing things politically as you do I can not but
hope the advent of Mr. Johnson to power is the presage of good things to
come. We are anxiously looking to approaching events, ofno small
moment: the New York election next Tuesday, when there seems to me a
chance for triumph of conservatism which would likely have a beneficial
influence on the meeting of Congress. I also hop (sic) the Southern
members will be admitted to their seat - not withstanding a stout
opposition from the ultras. The vote will be a test of parties. 10
The Civil.War brought about many changes, not the least of which was in the men
who had fought in the war. Thronton refers to this when he states:
As soon as I can get things to working along smoothly here & can raise
enough money to carry me back to Va, I think I shall go there - & make for
B.V. the very first thing - Since getting out of this develish (sic) war, I do
not feel like killing myself for any Negroes now days' ... 11
He most likely wants to head for_Buena Vista to see his cousin Rosa, whom he later

The end of the war also signifies a change in the relations between master and
Judith Rollins refers to this change when she writes:
The distance between master and servant in the South grew; the status of
domestic servitude lowered... Emancipation caused domestic slaves to
become low-wage servants and gave them geographical mobility, but the
composition of the servant class, the uniquely high ratio of servants to the
overall population, and the quality of the relationship between employer
and employee changed little in the South until World War I. 12
10 UVA:Tayloe,
11

12

op. cit., 11/3/1865, pl-2.

UVA:Tayloe, op. cit., 6/23/1865, p4-5.

Judith Rollins, Between Women: Domestics and Their Employer (Philadelphia:
U. Press, 1985), 51, as quoted in Rita G. Koman, ''Servitude to Service: African
u.u•...,.n,••u Women as Wage Eamers,"Magazine of History, 11 :2, Winter, 1997, 42-49.
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By 1870 only George Plater Tayloe and two of his daughters, Rosa and Virginia
are living at Buena Vista. In the vicinity of the farm, are nine houses in which 63 blacks
reside. Eighteen of the twenty males ranging in age from 15 to 80 work as farm laborers.
Goen Lawson, 51, is employed as a 'carriage driver' and John Gilbert, 47, works as the
gardener. As a female named Lucy Gilbert, age 19, lives in the same house as John, this is
obviously the same, father & daughter listed on the 'Inventory.' By 1870 the Molly
Gilbert who served as sexton for St. John's Church must have died or moved away for the
Molly Gilbert listed is only 24 years old. Perhaps she is a daughter? Joe & Lucy of the
Inventory may be Joseph Glasgow, age 80, and Lucy Glasgow, 42. Gowan on the
Inventory may be Goen Lawson age 51. His wife is listed as 40 year old Ann Lawson.
Nancy his wife at the time of the Inventory is not listed. Eleven of the· adult females are
recorded as "keeping house' while all other females are listed as "at home" regardless of
age. Several are in their twenti~s. All males under 15 are categorized as" at home." None
are listed as students.
The Roanoke Valley was occupied by 150 Federal troops while Virginia was
Military District Number One following the failure of the General Assembly to approve
the Fourteenth Amendment in 1866. They were withdrawn by 1870 following the 1869
vote for ratification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments. Throughout this era
there appear to have been relatively few instances ofreported problems between blacks
and whites. That tensions did exist is evidenced by a mention in White's history of the
formation ofa group known as the Black Spiders, "a vigilante group," and an 1875 rep01i
on this period which Middleton cites from Roanoke College's Collegian:
Collisions between the students and the Negroes were frequent. The latter
did not understand their position, having just been set free. This feeling
I

:i
'
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I

,Ii '
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1,

has all disappeared, and difficulties from differences between the races no
longer take place. 13
One wonders if the tensions in Salem have subsided because the Negroes now
"understand their position." Claire White indicates some extra-legal methods may have
been used to bring this about. "The most flagrant offense, however, seems to have been
pushing whites off the wooden sidewalks for which the Negroes risked a clandestine
whipping." 14 Salem may have experienced more difficulties than the rest of the county
because it was a town and thus the population was concentrated in a smaller area. Both
the county and Salem had populations which were approximately 2/3 white and 1/3 black
but the largest concentrations were in the Salem district with 298 black males to 547
white males, and Big Lick with 220 black males to 346 white males. 15
Comparing birth records with occupational listings for 1875 one notes the

I

i

''
overwhelming presence of blacks in agriculture in the Roanoke Valley. "Skilled labor,
such as craftsmen of any sort, were all white." 16 While black labor built both Tayloe's
Buena Vista and his Alabama plantations, "the management of a plantation was a
complex operation demanding close attention to detail, careful accounting of all
activities, expenses, and personnel based upon the optimum use of slaves." 17 Using these
criteria George Plater Tayloe was a successful planter. He can also be credited with being

13

White, Roanoke 1740-1982, 58; Middleton, op. cit., 103.

14

White, ibid.

15

Kagey, op. cit., 219; Appendix E of this manuscript contains a table listing
population figures for 1840 thru 1880.
16

Miller, op. cit., 26-28.

17

Koman, op. cit., 42.
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a successful farmer in a free labor economy based on the continued operation of his
holding through the 1880s. In 1850 there were 418 farms in Roanoke County, only six
were listed as having a greater "cash value" than Buena Vista at $27,500.00. Thirty years
later its $40,000 cash value places it and two others as the sixth most valuable farms out
of a total of 752. This in spite of the fact that its "improved acreage' has gone from 530
to 480. In the 1870 Census, the first following emancipation, Tayloe paid $1,450.00 in
"wages and board" more than all but five of the 655 farmers in the valley. In terms of
cultivated produce 1860 was Buena Vista's heyday. In addition to 16,000 lbs. of tobacco,
it produced 3,000 bushels of com, 1,000 of oats, 3,750 of wheat and 200 lbs. of wool
along with other products such as, butter, and potatoes. In looking over Agricultural
Census reports one is struck by the fact that Buena Vista was producing produce for sale
on a large scale. Most of the smaller farms during this period are producing flax for cloth
in an attempt at total self sufficismcy. Buena Vista never does crops like hemp or flax.
By 1880 John Clemmins' family is the only black household in the vicinity. John
is listed as a "farm laborer' while his wife Angelina is the "cook for hands." They have
two daughters Zulie, 16, who is listed as having "attended school within the census year,"
and Mary, age 5. The census indicates that Zulie can read, unlike her parents, but cam10t
write. The Tayloe's black "house servant" Eliza also can read but not write, while Ann
Sherman, the household's cook, can neither read nor write. Uriah H. Haller, 35, is listed
as a farm manager. His wife Sarah is "keeping house." Their two older children Bettie
and Jesse have both attended school in the past year and like their parents can read and
write. The gardener is James Davis, a white man in his 30s while his wife Mary is the
nurse. They are both literate and are children ofirish immigrants. The population residing
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in the vicinity of Buena Vista has obviously changed. One local resident's occupation is
listed as "works on R.R. Tracks." What happened to the Negroes who used to live and
work there?

In the late 1870s an area of the county to become known as Kingtown or

Kingstown was settled. It lies off of present Route 5 81 near where it intersects with Peters
Creek Road. It had a church by 1881 that was an offshoot of The First Enon Colored
African Church which was on Plantation Road and itself was an offshoot of Enon Baptist
previously referred to. The church is now known as Ebenezer Baptist. In 1885 a school
was built in Kingstown and research indicates that slaves from the Tinsley, the Trout and
the Tayloe plantations settled there. 18
By 1880 Virginia Tayloe was the only child still living at Buena Vista She had
married Mortimer M. Rogers and they and their two children resided at the home place.
By this time the "Black nannt had been replaced by a white nurse. In similar fashion,
Thornton who has married his uncle's daughter Rosa writes to his uncle from his

Washington house on May 24th, 18 77: "Sophie has engaged a white girl for Rosa, who I

will take to Norfolk with me in the Boat tomorrow, I suppose Rosa will be soon ready for
going to you." 19 It is the end of an era

18

Kagey, op. cit., 375�378.

19

RVHM:Tayloe, 968.14.27, 5/24/1877.
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Chapter Six
Summary and Conclusions
"Shall Ipromise to pay attention to the little accumulating events of daily
life and not treat them as nothing against the rare and grandiose moments
of history? Yes, I said. Yes, I will. Yes/"1

Perhaps it is the Molly Bloom in me who, like the James Joyce character that
Gould refers to, desires to "pay attention to the little accumulating events·" in people's
lives. Although studying George Plater Tayloe seemed like reading Michener's novel

Chesapeake, I have found myself through this study drawn more and more to what is not
written down, to what is not recorded but rather to what must be inferred. Of all the
documents I have looked at and transcribed none has been more fascinating than the
11

Inventory of Negroes at Buena Vista." By and large these are the people about whom

history books are not written. Their legacies from previous centuries, frequently can
only be pieced together and there will always be more fragments missing than found.
Those that are discovered are frequently located in the letters, papers, and document of
the rich and famous. I found the "old mama who nursed the children of Mr. & Mrs.
Tayloe" in a file in the Hollins Archives. We know that her name must appear on the
"Inventory."
Finding out whether she was Lucy or Eliza or Fanny is not the most important
thing. It is in the remembering and the searching that she comes alive once again. She
lives to help her black child, Jesse, and her other child, a white boy, John William
Tayloe, whom she also nursed when he was growing up. As Mrs. Mildred Graves said in
1

Stephen J. Gould, Dinosaur In A Haystack (Newport Beach, CA: Books On
1996), quoted at the end of"Essay Number 10."
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Weevils In The Wheat: "Many o' de important people o' de city are 'my babies."' In this
study I found some of my own metaphorical ancestors in the persons of James & Mary
Davis, the children oflrish immigrants who displaced the black workers at Buena Vista.
Little is written about my actual ancestors for they also worked as servants and teamsters
and gardeners in the mansions of Boston and Bridgeport and Yonkers. I meet them again
in a study such as this. The men would have been the late 19th century grooms of the
Tayloe's horses, the women their backstairs' maids.
I have not chosen to focus on the many contributions of George Plater Tayloe to
the Roanoke community. Much has already been written about that and the information is
all in the history books. I do think it is unfortunate that much of it has been forgotten. I
doubt for example that many Hollins students know the origin of the Tayloe gymnasium.
The end of slavery in Virginia signaled the end of an institution which had lasted
350 years. But surprisingly the "people on top" of the new free labor system were
frequently one and the same. The institutions had changed but not the people in charge.
As previously stated, I undertook this study because I needed a topic to research as
part of my NEH grant, and I was drawn to the fact that George Plater Tayloe had drafted a
slave census listing slaves by family rather than as property, and than there was that
discrepancy in the slave census which showed a substantial drop in the number of his
slaves. Perhaps he had manumitted them? I surely hoped so. But why was my desire to
find that out so compelling?
In retrospect, I think my study was another attempt to prove that I was right. That
even slaveholders like Tayloe knew that _slavery was wrong! It was another attempt to

I
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snub my Northern nose at the South, this time using historical facts and documents to
prove my point. Well, I suppose the most important thing that I have learned is that
racism exists and existed on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line. I learned again that good
people can be convinced and can convince themselves to do things that history will later
prove to have been misguided and wrong. George Plater Tayloe was no angel, the
discrepancy in the slave censuses is due to his expanding his land holdings and sending a
good portion of his Cloverdale slaves to Alabama to work in the cotton fields of the Black
Belt. He was a slaveholder and a Unionist who opposed secession but ultimately voted to
secede. His vote cost him two sons who died in the war. He was a man who dedicated his
life to working for his church and for the higher education of both men and women. He
was an aristocrat and a paternalistic slaveholder, a capitalist and a large contributor to
charity. He was a man of his times and culture. No worse and probably far better than
many of his contemporaries. I still haven't learned what he thought about slavery.
My opinion that slavery was a systemically evil system hasn't changed. My
understanding of who and why people participated in that system has. I believe I have
learned more about the realities surrounding the institution of slavery and how we, as a
people of both the North and the South, contributed to the perpetuation of that system.
I've learned once again how judgmental I can be, how objective towards others yet
subjective as regards myself. I've re-learned that the problems of present day America are
imbedded in her past. The Civil War and Civil Rights have not eliminated racism. Indeed
that was likely never the intention of the majority of folks who participated in those
struggles. That is what most white Southerners mean when they say "The Civil War

:I
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wasn't fought over slavery." And they are right. The North had no intention of doing
away with her racial attitudes and Black Laws when Lincoln called for troops following
the surrender of Ft. Sumter. The racial attitudes of America pre-date the institution of
slavery in the colonies. Daniel Berrigan wrote a poem during the Vietnam era entitled
"America is Hard to Find." I realize that like Dan, I am still searching for a land of
freedom and justice with liberty for all.
I

I
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Appendix A: Slaveholdings and Freedmen

Male
Slaves

1830

1840

1850

1860

Census

Census

Census

Census

<10

27

10

9

7

10

10-23

17

7

11

7

8

24-35

25

9

4

2

5

36-54

9

11

4

4

4

55-100

11

4

5

5

5

Total#

89

41

33

25

32

I

#to AL
(?) .

48

8

8

Female

19

18

7

10

9

I

10-23

9

10

12

16

12

1

24-35

8

4

4

20

5

2

36-54

4

2

1

4

4

2

55-100

7

5

4

3

1

Total#

47

39

28

33

31

6

#to AL
(?)

8

11

0

Total
M&F

136

80

61

58

63

7

Blacks
Census

1870

1880

I

<10
>
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Walking the Slaves from Virginia to Alabama

Port Royal, Virginia
Population 1
128

(South side of the Rappahannock River)
Latitude
Longitude
Key Page
38 10.2'N
77 ll.5'W
F9
9

·, Bowling Green, Virginia
528

38 03.0'N

}Cartersville, Virginia
85

(First crossing of the James River)
37 39.8'N
78 05.6'W
G8

Salem, Virginia
17,500

77 20.9'W

F9

Distance - from - to
12m

9

40m

8

110m

(Probably via the Lynchburg Salem Pike)
37 l 7.5'N
80 03.4'W
G6
8
235m
(Following route of present day I-81)
35 58.l'N
83 55.l'W
Bl4 15

3Qm

Philadelphia, Tennessee
500

(NearI-75 on Rt 11)
35 40.6'N
84 24.2'W

B13

15

180m

Ashville, Alabama
973

(Near Rt 11 south of Chattanooga)
33 50.) 'N
86 24.2'W
Dl 1

15

80m

Centreville, Alabama
1,981

(South of Birmingham near Talladega National Forest)
32 56.7'N
87 08.2'W
El0
15
22m

Marin (Marion), Alabama
3,807

(Perry Connty)
3237.8'N
8719.l'W

Woodville Plantation

(Later called Oakland near Uniontown, Alabama Rt 80 on the
border of Perry and Marengo Counties)

· Knoxville, Tennessee
181,000

Uniontown, Alabama
1,993

32 27.0'N

87 30.7'W

El0

ElO

15

20m

15

Total Mileage: 729

1

U. S. Department of the Interior, Geological Survey, The National Atlas of the United
States of America (Washington, D.C.: Govermnent Printing Office, 1970).
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Appendix C: "Uncle Billy"
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AGRICULTURAL CENSUS

•
•
Ill
•

1200
1100 -

1000 900 800 -

ACREAGE

1850
1a•o

,a10

lil!l 1aao

600
500

WOODED

.. A.~.~.f½.~.i:,;
1850
1860
1870
1880

500
480

• not surveryed until 1870
+ not surveyed until 1880

670
500
500
0

50
50

ORCHARD

TOTAL

+
+
+

1200
1000
1050
542
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CULTIVATED PRODUCE
16000 15000 14000 13000 ·

[§ CORN

El OATS
(II POTATOES

•
•
#s
•
• wooL#s

12000
11000 ·
10000
9000 ·

SWEET POTATOES

TOBACCO

~WHEAT

8000
7000 -

ORCHARD$

6000
5000

Daum:• #s

4000
3000
2000
1000

El HAY (TON)

i

o7"""'--""-.-C:"--'i'""--"-"'--"":::L
1850

1860

1880

2000
115
60
0
0
2500
40
140
500
50
10

0
0

#s

. B_U."fTE~..

::ft.~

-~-~x. _(!!?~)

CLOVERSEED

1880

1870

.so

WOOL

l

1750
1000
15
10
0
1295
100
0
500
60
16

.::;~.!c.~T.r.()I~!().E::5'.
....Y".li.E::':':T..

1870

1860

OATS

...<?.~~-li-~~.o. __ $

D

I

3000
1000
100
20
16000
3750

fqT_A~.E~

#s

; ~ .....

t~:5.~.
3650
600

TO~ACCO

{L

ScLOvERSEED

2J58 ...
0

0

163
3.00.
40
12.5

200
300
0
0
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CASH VALUE
45000

wi1 FARM

•
Ill
•

MACHINERY
LIVESTOCK
SLAUGHTERED

ffl PRODUCTION

£3 WAGES & BOARD

0
1850

FARM

1860

.: ........ -~ ..fl.~_9__
27500

.1\:1.A.~_):l.t_~_~RY
__ Ll.\':ESTOCK

-~-½.lJ.~.ti!.~.~~p
PRODUCTION
WAGES & BOARD\

____

1. 0.0:9
3_1 _85

.... l>.~.9:

1870

1880

1860

1870

1880

45000
1000
3_000
300

40000

40000
500
1800

725

2150
725
4651
1450

0
4250
1000

• not surveyed on census for this time period
n.b. Some wages would have been paid to Joseph Childers the white manager
of Buena vista. Slave labor was not indexed.
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LIVESTOCK

•
•
•

130
120

110

100

•

90

HORSES
MULES

MILCH COWS

OTHER CATTLE

80

ffl WORKING OXEN

70

Q CALVES DROPPER

•
•

60

50
40

POULTRY

SHEEP

Osw1NE

30

20
10
0

1850

1860

1870

1880

1850

1860

1870

1880

HORSES

18

8

5

MULES

7

12

8

MILCH COWS

15
18
3

8
22
4

16
31
3

6
10
13
24
0
12
30

SHEEP

63

80

o

20

SWINE

13Q

50

50

50

OTHER CATTLE

WORKING OXEN
CALVES DROPPER
POULTRY

• category not surveyed
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Appendix E: Roanoke County Population Statistics, 1840-1880
Year

Total
Population

Free
Blacks

Slaves

Total# of
Blacks

% Black

% Slave

1840

5499

101

1553

1654

30%

28%

1850

8477

154

2510

2664

31%

30%

1860

8048

155

2643

2798

35%

33%

1870

9350

3132

3132

33%

1880

13101

4828

4828

37%

84
Appendix F: Map of Roanoke County Farms, 1825-1875, overlaid on 1960 map by J.R.
Hildebrand
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